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“I have met people who want so much to 

believe that they put their faith in the very act 
of believing itself; they have faith in faith. These 

are people who are easily taken advantage of in 
every enterprise—whether in science, human 
relationships, politics or religion. But what is 

then described as faith is not faith in the biblical 
Christian sense of the word anymore than such 
a desperate confidence in the need to be sure is 

responsible scientifically or interpersonally or 
politically. 

“Biblical belief, therefore, is not our faith in 

faith; it is our faith in the faithfulness of God; it 
is our response to the evidence we discover of 

God’s trustworthiness. 
“Faith, therefore, is not a leap of suspended 

judgment that plants our feet squarely in the 
air; nor is it based upon a bold confidence in 

fragile evidence. Faith in the Bible is our 
response to evidence, and this is why the 

question of what it is we are asked to believe in 
is of such central importance to the Christian. 
The greatest creeds of Christian faith have 
always focused primarily upon the source of 
faith itself rather than upon the means of faith.” 

—E.F.P. 



Other Books in the 
“In Search Of..." Series 

In Search of Certainty by John Guest 
In this age of unbelief—when it's fashionable to doubt God's 

existence—John Guest gives you strong reasons for a confident 
faith. After confronting the philosophy of agnosticism, the author 
then deals with doubting from a psychological viewpoint. Clear 
evidence for the reality of Jesus Christ is presented along with 
guidelines on how to obtain a sure and certain faith. 

British-born Dr. John Guest is the rector of St. Stephen's Church 
in Sewickley, PA, one of the largest Episcopal churches in this 
country. Through his work over the years, he has challenged 
intellectual ambiguity and confusion in America with clear 
thinking that is rooted in "biblical faith." He is in demand as a 
speaker and evangelist and has seived on the boards of many 
evangelical organizations. 

In Search of Dignity by R. C. Sproul 
It is because God has assigned worth to every man and 

woman that human dignity is essential. R. C. Sproul explores the 
subject thoroughly with a philosophical, yet very personal, 
approach. The book shows how we not only hurt ourselves in vio¬ 
lating another's dignity, but how we then become less than 
what God wants us to be. R. C. Sproul teaches us to respect oth¬ 
ers by developing a sensitivity to their self-esteem. 

Charles Colson has called R. C. Sproul "one of the keenest 
Christian apologists and theologians in the world today." The 
author of many books, R. C. Sproul is a recognized and 
respected evangelical scholar. He also holds a graduate 
degree from the Free University of Amsterdam and is president 
of the Ligonier Ministry. 

In Search of Guidance by Dallas Willard 
This book takes the reader beyond the anxious question of 

"what does God want me to do?" and emphasizes the impor¬ 
tance of becoming the kind of person God wants to him to be. 
Willard illustrates the many ways God guides and communi¬ 
cates with us. Guidelines for discerning and following God's 
leading are provided. An excellent help for any earnest person 
desiring to hear God's voice. 

Dr.. Dallas Willard is a professor and director of the School of 
Philosophy at the University of Southern California where he has 
taught since 1964. He holds a doctorate in philosophy from the 
University of Wisconsin and teaches and lectures widely on 
many topics, including religion. He is also the author and trans¬ 
lator of numerous philosophical writings. 

You can obtain any of these books from your local Christian 
bookstore or from Regal Books by calling 1-(800) 4-GOSPEL. 



A 
Faith 
that 

Works 

Earl F. Palmer 

Regal Books 
A Division of GL Publications 

Ventura, California, U.S.A. 



ForJon 
Son and Friend 

Rights for publishing this book in other languages are contracted by Gospel Lit¬ 
erature International (GLINT) foundation. GLINT also provides technical help 
for the adaptation, translation, and publishing of Bible study resources and books 
in scores of languages worldwide. For further information, contact GLINT, Post 
Office Box 6688, Ventura, California 93006, U.S.A., or the publisher. 

Scripture quotations in this publication, unless otherwise indicated, are from the 
Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyrighted 1946 and 1952 by the Divi¬ 
sion of Christian Education of the NCCC, U.S.A., and used by permission. 
Also quoted is the KJV, Authorized King Jantes Version. 

© Copyright 1985 by Regal Books 
All rights reserved 

Published by Regal Books 
A Division of GL Publications 
Ventura, California 93006 
Printed in U.S.A. 

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data: 

Palmer, Earl F. 
In search of a faith that works. 

1. Faith—Addresses, essays, lectures. 2. Belief and doubt—Addresses, 
essays, lectures. I. Title. 
II. Title: Faith that works. 
BV4637.P299 1985 234'.2 85-18421 
ISBN 0-8307-0889-8 

The author and publisher have sought to locate and secure permission to reprint 
copyrighted material in this book. If any such acknowledgments have been inad¬ 
vertently omitted, the publisher would appreciate receiving the information so 
that proper credit may be given in future printings. 



Contents 

Preface 7 

Acknowledgments 9 

1. First and Second Thoughts 11 
Ma tthew 21:28-32 

2. Faith Is an Amen Word 23 
Romans 1:16-17 

3. Faith Is a Freedom Word 35 
Deuteronomy 6:1-9 

4. Faith Is a Good News Word 43 
1 Thessalonians 1:1-9 

5. Dynamics of Faith 51 
Galatians 2:11-12; Acts 14:24-15:11 

6. Three Reasons for Faith 61 
Luke 1:1-4; John 20:30-31 

7. Faith and Works 69 
James 2:18; Galatians 3:4-5 

8. But Some Doubted 79 
Jeremiah 12:1-10; Matthew 28:16-20 

9. Four Kinds of Doubt 91 
John 1:43-51 

10. The Doubts of Disappointment 99 
Luke 7:11-35 

11. The Doubts of Reason 113 
John 20:24-29 

12. The Doubts of Self 123 
John 21 

13. Why Believe? A Postscript 135 





PREFACE 

“Lord, I believe; help thou mine unbelief’ (Mark 9:24, 
KJV). 

This is a book about faith, a neutral word that only has 
meaning when we make a sentence out of it. Faith is a 
stormy word too, especially when we start thinking about 
faith in God. But the storm can be a good storm, and in 
this book we will look closely at some of the strong winds 
and downpours that are stirred up by the crisis of faith. 

This book began as studies in the dynamics of faith and 
doubt that I presented to the university students at First 
Presbyterian Church at Berkeley. These University of 
California students were vitally concerned with the broad 
range of possibilities that opened up as we began to think 
seriously about what it means to believe in God and in His 
Son, Jesus Christ. 

Faith as noun and verb, false faith, growing faith, 
doubt, the kinds of doubt; all of these concerns came to 
the surface in those studies. I was convinced to put down 
some of the reasons for and the discoveries about Chris¬ 
tian faith that became clear to me in my own study of the 
biblical witness to the meaning of faith. In this book, I 
present those studies that began the search. 

Earl F. Palmer 

Berkeley, California 
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0 ne of the shortest parables Jesus told is about two 
brothers: 

“What do you think? A man had two sons; and he 
went to the first and said, ‘Son, go and work in the 
vineyard today.’ And he answered, ‘I will not’; but 
afterward he repented and went. And he went to 
the second and said the same; and he answered, ‘I 
go, sir,’ but did not go” (Matt. 21:28-30).1 

Jesus told this story on the Monday of Holy Week to a 
very nervous crowd. He followed up the brief parable with 
a question: “Which of the two did the will of his father?” 
(v. 31). His listeners replied, then Jesus addressed the 
people with salty words. His words were stern but there 
is good news hidden in them: 

“Truly, I say to you, the tax collectors and the har¬ 
lots go into the kingdom of God before you. For 
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John came to you in the way of righteousness, and 
you did not believe him, but the tax collectors and 
the harlots believed him; and even when you saw 
it, you did not afterward repent and believe him” 
(Matt. 21:31-32). 

How are we to understand this incident with its parable 
and statement? We begin by trying to understand the para¬ 
ble itself as a short story. The parable is brief but it is pow¬ 
erfully suggestive. In this story each son has a fault. 

The first one too hastily opposes his father's will as if it 
were against him. He is independent and defiant; he 
rejects the morning work suggestions of his father and 
stalks out of the house, determined to do what he wants to 
do instead of what his father had requested. But later on, 
his father's will makes sense to him and he does go to 
work in the vineyard. This son might be described as one 
who is a big problem at breakfast and a joy at supper. 

The second son in this short story is quite different 
from the first. He avoids conflict with his father, and he 
says what he thinks his father wants to hear. But he does 
not go to work in the vineyard. His warm and cheerful 
agreement in the morning was an encouragement to the 
family still in shock from the rude hostility of the first son. 
But as the afternoon wore on, it became clear that this 
second son had not intended to work. He could be 
described as one who is a joy at breakfast but a big prob¬ 
lem at supper. 

An Understanding of Human Personality 

What is Jesus teaching in this parable? 
First of all, this parable, as do all the parables of Jesus, 

shows that Jesus the storyteller really understands human 
personality. Just as the agricultural parables of Jesus are 
agriculturally accurate, so the interpersonal parables are 
psychologically accurate. Jesus shows by means of this 
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parable that He fully expects sharp and even negative 
reactions to the kingly claims of His Lordship upon our 
lives. 

This is a kingdom parable in which the main line of the 
story has to do with a claim that is being made by the 
father toward two sons. That claim is a strong claim and 
the stakes are important. Therefore, the Storyteller is not 
surprised that the first son should resist that claim upon 
his life. By the way He tells the story, Jesus shows His 
awareness of the intense and conflicting pressures that are 
focused upon that moment or series of moments in which a 
human being discovers the mighty claim of the Lord upon 
His people. 

The parable also shows that Jesus fully expects the 
evasive and slippery response that comes from the second 
son. The teacher is neither surprised by the struggle of 
the rebel son nor by the temporary and staged agreement 
of the apparent compliance of the second son. Jesus’ por¬ 
trayal of the struggling son is very encouraging to all of us 
who have experienced the struggle of our will and the 
commands of the law and the gospel. Jesus’ portrayal of 
the evasive son may not be as encouraging but it is equally 
important for us. Both portrayals keep the record straight. 

In the New Testament are different kinds of parables. 
Some are examples drawn from agricultural or daily living 
experiences (such as the mustard seed example Jesus 
gives in Matt. 13:31-32). Other parables are stories about 
people relationships and human reactions. 

This parable of the two sons is the second kind of para¬ 
ble. This means that woven in this story which Jesus tells 
are the two thematic threads present in all good stories— 
one comic and the other tragic. Together they form, as C. 
S. Lewis has stated, our “sudden perception of incongru¬ 
ity.” 

The comic line here is represented by the first son 
who, in spite of strong shouts of youthful fury, does in fact 
surprise the whole family when he finally settles down and 
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goes to work in the vineyard. “What a surprise we all had 
from that boy. We never thought he would amount to any¬ 
thing!” 

The tragic line is represented by the second son who 
misses out on everything important. His studied and pol¬ 
ished agreeability at early morning cheated him from the 
chance to really meet his father. Would it not have been 
better had he argued with his dad as had the first son? A 
family argument at least causes people to get to know 
what each person is like and how each one thinks. 

The second son’s compliance was a device for avoid¬ 
ance, and it worked too well. He also missed out on the 
clarifying experience of repentance. The stormy first son 
goes through the experience of working through his 
impetuous first experiences and then of changing his mind. 
The second son has avoided all of that by a too early and 
too easy endorsement of the father’s point of view. He had 
never really thought about the matter because he only said 
yes to get quickly away from the place where decisions are 
made. 

Finally, this son also misses out on the goal for his 
whole existence—the vineyard of God for which all of life 
is intended. He failed to do the will of God, and this is the 
final tragic element in the second son’s story. 

A Definition of Faith 

What is the principal teaching of Jesus’ parable? Jesus 
decides to interpret only one theme from this story of the 
two sons, and He imprints that one theme upon the para¬ 
ble by the question He asks of His listeners: “Which of the 
two did the will of his Father?” The one who did the will of 
the father is the one who believed the father 

This parable defines faith in a stormy and exciting way: 
as the mixture of hearing and doing the will of God. There¬ 
fore, we can correctly describe this parable as a parable 
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about the meaning of faith (pisteuo, in the Greek, is trans¬ 
lated as “believe” or “have faith”). 

Jesus speaks in the language of faith as He makes His 
challenge to the crowd. He scolds those apparently devout 
leaders who did not obey the “way of righteousness” that 
God had spoken to them through His prophet, John the 
Baptist. “And you did not believe him, but the tax collec¬ 
tors and the harlots believed him; and even when you saw 
it, you did not afterward repent and believe him' (Matt. 
21:32, italics added). Notice how Jesus repeats “have faith 
(in)” or “believe” three times. 

Finally, the parable makes a whimsical point in the 
story of the first son. The parable shows that, in the 
words of C. S. Lewis, “second thoughts are better than 
first thoughts.” At first, this son was so sure that his 
father's will was all wrong. But the longer he thought 
about the matter, the more sense it made to him and, 
finally, by the afternoon it became clear to him that his 
father's will had indeed made good sense. The father's will 
had indeed worn well as the day progressed. 

The Examination of Faith 

In the way Jesus describes it, faith in actuality benefits 
from the stormy, honest, vigorous examination of every 
possibility. Given time and the chance to think it over, the 
first son decided in favor of the father. C. S. Lewis cap¬ 
tures this fact of the durability element in his discussion of 
the radical center of faith and its most basic source—the 
durability of Jesus Christ Himself: Commenting on the 
“Grand Miracle” of the Incarnation, Lewis points out that 
it lacks the “obvious attraction” of pessimism, optimism, 
pantheism and materialism. Initially, each of these seems 
confirmed by “multitudes of facts,” but in time encounters 
“insuperable obstacles.” Conversely, the credibility of the 
Incarnation of Jesus Christ does not lie in its obviousness. 
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The doctrine of the Incarnation works into our 
minds quite differently. It digs beneath the sur¬ 
face, works through the rest of our knowledge by 
unexpected channels, harmonizes best with our 
deepest apprehensions and our "second 
thoughts,” and in unison with these undermines 
our superficial opinions. It has little to say to the 
man who is still certain that everything is going to 
the dogs, or that everything is getting better and 
better, or that everything is God, or that every¬ 
thing is electricity. Its hour comes when those 
wholesale creeds have begun to fail us.2 

It is better to finally believe what at first you cannot 
say than to say at first what you don’t believe. 

Faith in God is not meant to be a simple matter, and 
the parable of the two sons makes that fact clear. In a very 
few words, Jesus has set in motion some of the most com¬ 
plicated questions and possibilities about the real meaning 
of faith. From Jesus’ story, we now know that human free¬ 
dom in deciding is not taken lightly by the One who is the 
storyteller of this parable. 

The parable also stands like a warning sign against the 
“easy-street” speeches we human beings are tempted to 
put in the place of the harder and longer lasting way of dis- 
cipleship faith. This short story tells us about the struggle 
of deciding what we really are going to do about God’s will 
for His vineyard and His people. That choice is usually not 
a simple decision and Jesus, by telling the story of the two 
sons, preserves the diverse nature of all decision making 
while, at the same time, encourages us to act in favor of 
God’s will. 

What I want to do in this book is to examine the ingre¬ 
dients that come together in that deciding event of the two 
brothers. How can the claims of Jesus Christ become per¬ 
suasive to a person in our century against such contempo¬ 
rary competitors as C. S. Lewis has portrayed for us: pan- 
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theism, materialism, optimism, pessimism? Some people I 
meet are sure they have no problems they cannot handle 
by themselves; they have no need for the Father's vine¬ 
yard, nor does their world. They are optimists in a classical 
religious sense; self-contained and inner-oriented, they 
feel positive about the future of their own private king¬ 
dom. 

When I was an undergraduate at the University of Cali¬ 
fornia, Berkeley, I remember standing one afternoon at 
the corner of Bancroft and College Avenue with a friend 
who lived in the same co-op as I. He had been observing 
my journey of faith and my involvement in the dorm Bible 
study and the church college group with alarm. We were 
standing next to a telephone pole and he was sternly 
warning me about what he considered to be the dangers of 
my slide into religious fanaticism. 

He spoke with great urgency, “The trouble with Chris¬ 
tians is that you depend too much on God when you should 
depend more on yourself; why do you need that crutch? 
Religious fanatics really make me furious!" And with that 
final statement, he hit his fist full force into the telephone 
pole to underscore his point. This was before the days of 
karate and kung fu hands of iron. His face winced, but he 
carried on as if everything were the same, because he was 
a philosophical optimist who needed nothing beyond his 
own resources. 

I don’t remember much more of the verbal part of that 
particular encounter, but his desperate emotional unravel¬ 
ing demonstrated to me the philosophical and psychologi¬ 
cal inadequacy of his classical self-contained optimism. 
What I realized that afternoon was that my friend was the 
fanatic, and I hoped for his sake that sooner or later his 
own myth of self-reliance would hurt as badly as his hand. 
Optimism as a religious-philosophical-psychological world 
view is a very dangerous fanaticism because it does not 
ask enough hard questions and is too quickly impressed by 
its own symbols of power. 
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Prince Andre in Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace is an ide¬ 
alistic optimist, and his powerful hero is Napoleon who 
was just the kind of self-assured and successful man that 
Andre himself wanted to be. But a moment came when 
everything changed for the young Russian soldier. It hap¬ 
pened on the battlefield as Andre lay wounded and the 
hero of his life’s journey came into view. It was Napoleon 
making an inspection of the prisoners of the battle. 

Andre is surprised by how small Napoleon looked as 
the emperor stood at the midpoint between the dead and 
dying prisoners and the vast dimensions of the sky. It was 
the larger criteria of Andre’s dead comrades and of the 
possibility of his own death that created the crisis for 
Andre. His Napoleonic world view, with its idealism of 
power, collapsed at the very moment when he was so sure 
it would mean the most to him—the moment when he saw 
the great emperor in person. 

But my friend at the telephone pole may not have been 
an optimist at all. Perhaps he was at bottom a pessimist 
who was certain that in the end everything was badly and 
permanently injured, which is why he was preoccupied 
with crutches and why he put up with the intense physical 
pain of his hand impacting against the telephone pole. Pes¬ 
simism has already decided that there is no help and, 
therefore, it accuses all affirmations of hope. But in the 
end pessimism has nothing to offer but its warnings. 

I have also wondered if his objection may have been, at 
least in part, a pantheist objection. Pantheism has focused 
its attention upon the inner divine consciousness of the 
human being, and therefore is offended by the claim of the 
Christian gospel that God is the one who must speak for 
Himself. Perhaps this is what bothered him about my 
weekly exposure to the Bible studies. 

Materialism is also a strong possibility; like the panthe¬ 
ist, the materialist chooses an object for worship, that 
which shall be for that person the center of focus. There¬ 
fore, the very possibility that God is extranos (outside our- 
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selves) and hence able to make His own character known 
within human history, and on His own terms, is a very 
dangerous possibility for both the person who has already 
decided that divine reality is contained within the highly 
spiritual inner consciousness of the human self or for the 
person who is trying to find meaning in the concrete 
opportunities and gifts of materialism. 

But one thing I have learned is that whatever faith is, it 
must make sense within the strongly contested places for 
deciding in which we human beings must, like the two 
brothers in the parable, come up with answers that make 
sense. 

Questions for Further Study 

1. Can you think of some reasons why the first son would 
not want to do the father’s will? 

2. Can you think of reasons that caused the second son to 
fail to go to the vineyard after he had said yes? 

3. What do you think are some reasons why Jesus told 
this parable? 

4. Did you learn something about faith from this parable? 

Notes 
1. Some translations have followed several ancient manuscripts in reversing the 

order of brothers. For example, the New American Standard Bible and New 
English Bible record that the first son said, “I will sir” and the second son, “I 
will not.” The significance of the parable with each case remains the same. I 
have chosen the RSV and most other translations in their presentations of the 
text because the oldest manuscript Codex Sinaiticus sides with this render¬ 
ing. 

2. C. S. Lewis, Miracles (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 1960), p. 
131. 





Chapter 2 

Faith Is an Amen Word 

Romans 1:16-17 
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TP he question “Who do you believe in?” is a more funda¬ 
mental question than “How do you believe?” The 
dynamics involved in how we may believe are important to 
consider, but not at all as important as the larger question; 
and that has to do with the object of our belief. This dis¬ 
tinction has always been true in the sciences and it is just 
as true in interpersonal decision making or in deciding 
upon ultimate values. When it comes to science, even the 
most hesitating and tentative confidence in an accurate 
hypothesis is better than bold and unreserved trust in a 
faulty hypothesis. The penalty in the first instance is a 
slowdown in the experience of the results in the research 
project; but the penalty in the second instance is the disas¬ 
ter of blind alleyways and false conclusions. 

In other words, the most vital key to a positive result 
in scientific research is truth, not enthusiasm. The zeal 
and hard work of a persistent scholar is very important to 
the final breakthrough of a research project; but still the 
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most important fact is the truthfulness of the collection of 
hypotheses and evidences upon which the experiment is 
being constructed. 

This principle is applicable in athletics as well. Races 
are not won without heart and desire, nor are they won 
without a basic respect for the truth requirement of the 
sports event. There are certain truths of the event that 
must be followed in terms of speed, balance, angles of 
approach and so on. 

For the athlete to have a winning performance, for a 
pole vaulter to reach 18 feet in world competition or for a 
diver to execute a backward three and one-half dive, they 
must all obey the truth requirements of their event. The 
competitor must trust those truths and entrust himself or 
herself to those truths of the event in order to compete. 
And this is where the strong desire of hard work and inten¬ 
sity of will mixes with truth to create a record-breaking 
jump or dive. 

I have met people who want so much to believe that 
they put their faith in the very act of believing itself; they 
have faith in faith. These are people who are easily taken 
advantage of in every enterprise—whether in science, 
human relationships, politics or religion. But what is then 
described as “faith” is not faith in the biblical Christian 
sense of the word anymore than such a desperate confi¬ 
dence in the need to be sure is responsible scientifically or 
interpersonally or politically. 

What Then Is Faith? 

The earliest word in the Bible for faith is a word from 
the Old Testament so treasured by the people of the 
sacred Scriptures that they preserved it into the Greek 
New Testament in its original Hebrew form, and this is the 
word Amen. This word amn in its root form is so ancient 
that philologists cannot find other language group sources 
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to aid us in establishing its earliest meanings. We must 
watch its extensive use in the Old Testament in order to 
fully appreciate all that it means. 

In its most generic sense it is used to describe the 
foundation stones of the Temple, as in 2 Kings 18:16. It 
means “sure peg” in Isaiah 22:22-23. It also means “last¬ 
ing” or “continual,” as in Deuteronomy 28:59. 

“When a Hebrew heard the various words derived 
from the root amn the basic idea that came to his mind 
apparently was ‘constancy.’”1 In the Old Testament, when 
thus word refers to God it means “faithful” (see Deut. 7:9; 
Isa. 49:7; Jer. 42:5), and when it refers to persons it 
means “faith” (Neh. 9:8). 

“Amen” is the word commonly used in reference to the 
promises of God (Ps. 89:19; Isa. 55:3) and to human 
response to God’s faithful promises and mighty acts 
(Exod. 4:31; Ps. 106:12; Gen. 15:6). 

All of this means that the Amen theology of faith is 
clearly framed for us in the Old Testament. Human faith in 
the Bible means “putting down our weight upon the faith¬ 
fulness of God.” Faith, therefore, is our response to the 
evidence of God’s self-evidence. 

“In Hebrew ‘to have faith’ is literally to make oneself 
secure in Yahweh.”2 

Amen is used in a double way throughout the Bible. 
When it refers to God and His promises it means “faithful” 
or “faithfulness,” and when it refers to our act it means 
“faith.” This double use is dramatically present in Psalm 
41:13: “Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel, from ever¬ 
lasting to everlasting! Amen and Amen.” The final words 
of this psalm could be interpreted “God’s faithfulness for 
our faith.” 

Our Lord begins many of His speeches in the same 
way, and He intends the same meaning: “Amen, Amen, I 
say unto you . He is announcing to His listeners, 
“This is a faithful saying and, therefore, you may rightly 
put your trust in my words.” 
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Faith Is Our Response to Evidence 

Biblical belief, therefore, is not our faith in faith, it is 
our faith in the faithfulness of God; it is our response to the 
evidence we discover of God’s trustworthiness. 

In his letter to the Romans, the Apostle Paul makes a 
double use of the word “faith”: “For I am not ashamed of 
the gospel: ... in it the righteousness of God is revealed 
through faith for faith” (Rom. 1:16-17). We can recognize 
in this double use of the Greek word for “believe” the rich 
underpinnings of the Amen theology of the Old Testa¬ 
ment. Paul is telling the Romans that God’s faithfulness 
deserves our faith. 

Faith, therefore, is not a leap of suspended judgment 
that plants our feet squarely in the air; nor is it based upon 
a bold confidence in fragile evidence.3 Faith in the Bible is 
our response to evidence, and this is why the question of 
what it is we are asked to believe in is of such central 
importance to the Christian. The greatest creeds of Chris¬ 
tian faith have always focused primarily upon the source of 
faith itself rather than upon the means of faith. 

Karl Barth makes the following observations concern¬ 
ing one of those creeds, the Apostles Creed. “It is note¬ 
worthy that, apart from the first expression ‘I believe’, the 
confession is silent upon the subjective fact of faith. Nor 
was it a good time when this relationship was reversed, 
when Christians grew eloquent over their action, over the 
uplift and emotion of the experience of this thing, which 
took place in man, and when they became speechless as to 
what we may believe.”4 

Faith is not really an art form or a skill that is devel¬ 
oped by the mastery of techniques of believing, though 
faith is a dynamic and growing experience that benefits 
from every exercise in faith. What is most basic, however, 
is that our growth in faith is not a growth in the art form of 
trusting but it is growth in our confidence in the character 
of God. This is the good news about faith, but it is good 
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news we sometimes resist because we may want a more 
spiritually interesting belief formula. 

The Old Testament/New Testament Amen theology of 
faith was too uncomplicated for the first- and second-cen¬ 
tury Gnostics who wanted much more interesting formu¬ 
las and mysteries of “spiritual” breakthrough. For them 
the methods of believing were all-important and involved 
secrets to be learned and methods of spiritual awareness 
to be mastered. It was gnosticism that created the heresy 
of faith just as legalism created the heresy of works. They 
borrowed from Plato’s insistence upon the distinction 
between appearance and reality and, from that standpoint, 
it was then possible to establish a religious elite of persons 
who were especially tuned toward spiritual reality and who 
had learned the secrets of progress into the deeper mys¬ 
teries. 

Notice that what has happened is that the eyes of the 
believer who became caught up in gnostic presuppositions 
have been turned away from Jesus Christ and His suffi¬ 
cient grace toward the methods of spiritual apprehension 
of the inner secrets and knowledge {gnosis). Faith now 
becomes a skillful mastery of a few religious geniuses who 
are able to probe behind and beyond the straightforward 
Amen faithfulness of God’s character as revealed in the 
law and the gospel. The methods of apprehension of the 
way become more important than the Lord of the way. 

Both the Old and New Testaments oppose this false 
emphasis upon faith that is too preoccupied with its own 
progress. From the Bible's standpoint, the true secret of 
faith is its object, not its technique. This is the significance 
of our Lord’s double use of the word “Amen.” 

Hudson Taylor, the founder of the Overseas Mission¬ 
ary Fellowship, described his own spiritual secret as his 
confidence in the faithfulness of God. There we have a 
non-Gnostic description of faith. The secret is not Taylor’s 
courage or his obedience or his spiritual mastery of the 
steps toward maturity. The secret is God’s gracious char- 
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acter and nothing else. Whatever else we want to say 
about faith and the dynamics of believing, we must not try 
to go beyond this fundamental Amen of biblical faith as if 
there were secrets greater than what God has already 
revealed by His promises and His son. 

The Gnostic heresy is the heresy that Dr. Dale Bruner 
describes as the heresy of hyper- (more). “The Corinthi¬ 
ans' preoccupation with what they understood as the spiri¬ 
tual, namely the remarkable and the powerful, lifted them 
above (hyper) both the Spirit's corporate and individual 
spheres of action: specifically above the common lot of 
believers in the Church.... In a word, Paul wants to turn 
the eyes of the Corinthians from the spirit of hyper which 
boasts, to the spirit of agape which builds .... The cruci¬ 
fied Christ himself is this way’s classic content."5 

God has already shown us enough, and it is this evi¬ 
dence of His faithfulness and love that we trust in when we 
believe. “Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all the lands! 
Serve the Lord with gladness! Come into his presence 
with singing! Know that the Lord is God! It is he that made 
us, and we are his; we are his people, the sheep of his pas¬ 
ture. Enter his gates with thanksgiving, and his courts 
with praise! Give thanks to him, bless his name! For the 
Lord is good; his steadfast love endures for ever, and his 
faithfulness to all generations" (Ps. 100). 

I remember when the late Dr. Henrietta Mears shared 
with several of us young pastors about the discoveries she 
had made during her life as a Christian. Someone asked 
her if she would have done anything differently if she could 
travel the same journey again. Her reply was wonderful. 

Miss Mears said without a moment to think about the 
question, “I would trust God more." Here is the wise and 
good counsel of a person who is sharing with young friends 
the discovery she had made about the love and faithfulness 
of her Lord. She had found Him to be completely trust¬ 
worthy; therefore, the focus is upon the Shepherd-Lord of 
her faith journey, not upon the methods of her journey. 
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Put more of your weight upon the faithfulness of God. 
How can we do that? Only as we discover how substantial 
and trustworthy He is. The Amen theology of biblical faith 
starts with the great noun before the verbs. The mystery 
of the Holy Spirit is the mystery of God’s own revelation of 
Himself so that we ordinary human beings are able to rec¬ 
ognize God’s character revealed in Jesus Christ for who 
He is—faithful and true. 

It Begins with Amen 

Now we can understand the fundamental difference 
between Christian biblical theology and Christian existen¬ 
tial philosophy. The latter begins from my present living 
context and works back to find convictions and meanings 
that will make sense to the experiences I am having here 
and now. This is the approach of Christian existential phi¬ 
losophy with its emphasis upon the present experience 
and present existence situation as the beginning point. 

Christian biblical theology has as its working procedure 
a different beginning point. It starts with the prior text, 
the speech of self-disclosure that God has already revealed 
in Holy Scripture, and then works forward from that start¬ 
ing point toward the present existence questions and situ¬ 
ations. It begins with “Amen” and then seeks to work 
through the implications of God’s revealed character and 
will toward the real present in which we live today. 

Helmut Thielicke puts it this way in his Theological 
Ethics: “The philosopher, for all the weight of tradition, 
begins fundamentally with himself . . . the theologian 
refers back to the historical realities which determine the 
path. . . namely, Scripture and the fathers.”6 

Later in his discussion, Professor Thielicke makes the 
distinction between Paul Tillich as an example of the philo¬ 
sophical-theological approach and the Barmen Declaration 
as an example of the biblical-theological approach. At the 
Synod in Barmen, Germany, May 29-31, 1934, the Chris- 
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tians were deeply caught up in the situational crisis of 
Naziism and they wanted to stand responsibly as Chris¬ 
tians in the face of its danger to the world and to the gos¬ 
pel. “Yet despite the urgency of the situation which called 
it forth, the Declaration begins not with an analysis of that 
situation but with the backward reference . .. each of its 
six articles begins with the text of Scripture. Only in the 
process of expounding these texts does the Synod arrive 
at a diagnosis of the totalitarian state and course of action 
for the believing community.” 

Tillich stands in contrast to the Barmen theologies, 
and primarily to their chief writer Karl Barth. As a Chris¬ 
tian philosopher, Tillich has a twentieth-century beginning 
point so that his “theology is so constructed that he first 
analyzes the present situation in terms of a question inher¬ 
ent in the situation itself and then gives the biblical and 
Christian answer.”7 

It seems to me that we, as Christian thinkers, want to 
do both kinds of enquiry. But the most important of the 
two is that study which begins with the truth God has 
revealed and moves toward the particular life situations 
from the standpoint of that revealed truth. 

A young married man called me on the phone not long 
ago to ask some advice. From his conversation, I learned 
of a serious misunderstanding and difference of opinion 
between him and his wife that was creating tremendous 
stress in their marriage. I asked him if either of them went 
to church or were involved in any kind of Christian fellow¬ 
ship, since they both had come from active Christian back¬ 
grounds. He said that since they had arrived in the San 
Francisco Bay area they had had no contact with any 
Christians or Christian fellowship. 

Here was a case of two young adults who had no input 
into their life together as a married couple except for each 
other, some recreational interests and, of course, their 
clash of opinion over the issues of their misunderstanding. 
They needed, in my opinion, input that was basic and good 
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and fresh in itself. They needed input that was not tied into 
their problem. This is why, though I recommended a mar¬ 
riage counseling experience for them, I certainly did not 
recommend that they now find some theological group that 
will “help you in your problem. ” They needed to go much 
further back than that and discover truth about God and 
His faithfulness that is much more basic than the particular 
problem this couple is now trying to solve. 

It is a little bit like the strategy in football. First, a wide 
receiver needs to run to the place where the ball is to be 
thrown by the quarterback before he starts looking for the 
ball. Some people look for the ball too soon. First they 
need to learn the plays, then their formation in the line, 
and then to run to the place called for in the play. 

The fact that Jesus Christ is Lord is a much more basic 
fact than that He answers the problems we have in every¬ 
day living. We should, it seems to me, start with the 
“Amen” facts about God and work forward toward the 
everyday experiences of our every day. This is the most 
relevant course to take. 

Questions for Further Study 

1. In Romans 1:16-17, Paul uses the words “faith for 
faith.” What do you think Paul means by this double 
use of the word “faith”? 

2. Why is it that Paul is not ashamed of the “gospel”? 

3. How do you react to the following sentence? “What we 
believe in is more important than how we believe.” 

Notes 
1. The Dictionary of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Pub¬ 
lishing Co.), p. 322. 
2. Gerhard Von Rad, Old Testament Theology, vol. 1 (New York: Harper and 
Row Publishers, Inc., n.d.), p. 171. 
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3. I owe this “feet planted firmly in the air” saying to my friend and fellow pastor 
Rev. Frank Jackson. He was describing to me one day the way he felt about 
some of the bold pronouncements that we as church people make about issues in 
which our statements are not founded upon biblical faith. 
4. Karl Barth, Dogmatics in Outline (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 
Inc., 1959), p. 15. 
5. F. Dale Bruner, Theology of the Holy Spirit (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co., 1970), pp. 318-319. 
6. Helmut Thielicke, Theological Ethics (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1969), p. 
3. 
7. Ibid., p. 4. 
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Faith is a freedom word! Not only is the God of the Bible 
free, but God has, in His own sovereignty, made the decision 
that grants to us the dominion of freedom as well. We may 
track that decision by God in the earliest narratives of Gene¬ 
sis throughout the whole of the Bible into the final scenes of 
the book of Revelation. Adam and Eve are free to name the 
animals and also to choose against God’s will; Cain and Abel 
are free to worship and to murder. 

The narrative of the history of Israel is a journey of 
choices and the consequences that result from those 
choices. It is this subjective freedom thread that runs 
through the book of Psalms and the prophets with such 
powerful intensity. We see that subjectiveness in the 
words of David: “The Lord is my light and my salvation; 
whom shall I fear?” (Ps. 27:1). When David praises God or 
complains or asks for help, what he says shows not only 
his feelings but also the decisions he has made: “0 Lord, 
rebuke me not in thy anger, . . . There is no soundness in 
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my flesh . . . Lord, all my longing is known to thee, my 
sighing is not hidden from thee” (Ps. 38:1,3,9). 

The New Testament reveals the same subjective rich¬ 
ness as the Hebrew Bible. By His parables, Jesus calls out 
to His listeners to respond with our own feelings and 
choices: “He who has ears to hear, let him hear” (Matt. 
11:15; 13:9, 43; Mark 4:9, 23; and others). The choices 
are our own and no one can make them for us. When Paul 
urges the Romans to “present your bodies” (Rom. 12:1), 
he acknowledges that faith is our act and our critical 
moment, no one else can present my body or yours in 
gratitude to God’s grace. The seven letters that begin the 
last book of the Bible have the same inescapable personal 
call to response: “Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if 
any one hears my voice and opens the door ...” (Rev. 
3:20). 

The Subjective Nature of Faith 

We who live in the twentieth century are also free, free 
to trust in God, free to doubt or to wonder about God. The 
possibilities are complicated and, because of those possi¬ 
bilities, we must now consider the subjective nature of 
faith. Faith in the Bible not only has to do with its source 
and object, it also has to do with the mind and the heart 
and the will of the man or woman who believes and doubts 
and wonders why. 

The subjective language of faith is expressed by many 
words throughout the Bible, but I think the most expres¬ 
sive and important of these is the Hebrew word shama 
which is used in various forms and settings some 1,050 
times throughout the Old Testament. In Deuteronomy 6 is 
its most famous usage: “Hear [shama], 0 Israel.” Shama 
means “to hear,” “to obey” and also, as in Genesis 11:7, 
“to understand.” It means “to agree and make our own 
mind up about what we see and recognize to be true.” 
That indeed is faith. 
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Faith acts upon the discovery of the disciple and dares 
to test out the implications of that discovery. Crisis words 
like “repent” and worship words like “bow” and “praise” 
and “thanksgiving” are examples of the subjective lan¬ 
guage of faith. Each of these words expresses personal 
freedom choices that we as human beings make in 
response to God. They are the vocabulary that describes 
the intensity of that struggle and they point up the 
stresses of decision making. 

Faith is not easy, because when we believe we our¬ 
selves take the risk of obeying the truth we have discov¬ 
ered and also of repenting, praising, trusting. I am not sur¬ 
prised that it takes time for people to be able to believe in 
Jesus Christ. These dynamic verbs of faith are each in 
their own way the words of struggle because God has 
refused to intimidate our senses and compel our obedience 
to His will. This is why it takes time to believe, because a 
lot of trying out of options and examination of evidences 
must somehow come together so that we are able to trust 
in the trustworthiness of the promises of God. 

There are times when I have wanted to pray that the 
Holy Spirit would so dramatically impress the truth of 
God's love and faithfulness upon a particular person that 
he or she could not help but believe. But this is a prayer 
that ignores the very gift of dignity and responsibility that 
God has already impressed upon each human being (see 
Gen. 1-3; Matt. 7). The Holy Spirit confirms and assures, 
but the Holy Spirit does not cancel out our freedom to 
repent and to discover and to believe. Our Lord’s parable 
of the prodigal son insists upon this freedom as do the gos¬ 
pel narratives of Christ’s many encounters with various 
individuals (i.e., the rich young ruler in Mark 10). 

Very often people will unthinkingly seek this over¬ 
whelming of the senses for themselves. What they want is 
a seduction experience, an experience of being over¬ 
whelmed by God’s majesty so that their choices are 
pushed aside by the glory of the experience. They may 
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pray fervently for such a spiritual breakthrough, but inevi¬ 
tably they are disappointed by the wisdom of the Lord of 
freedom. 

There are exciting and awesome human experiences 
of the presence of God, and we are fortunate to experi¬ 
ence the wonder of such crisis moments of worship. How¬ 
ever, they lead us toward a larger journey, just as the 
Mount of Transfiguration experience was not a place or 
experience that could be enshrined. In The Silver Chair, 
we hear C. S. Lewis's words about grief: '‘Crying is all 
right in a way as long as it lasts. But you have to stop 
sooner or later and then you still have to decide what to 
do.”1 The same principle is true of the subjective “hear¬ 
ing” experiences of faith. An awesome experience is all 
right in a way as long as it lasts. But it will stop sooner or 
later and then you have to decide what to do. 

“The Truth Will Make You Free” 

The mystery of faith is that the Holy Spirit confirms 
and assures a human being who is making the decision to 
trust in God in a way that preserves both the freedom of 
God and the freedom of that human being who is deciding 
to believe. Now we can understand why, in New Testa¬ 
ment teaching concerning the Holy Spirit, the promises of 
freedom are present in the same context as the promises 
of assurance. For example in John 8 our Lord tells His dis¬ 
ciples, “You will know the truth, and the truth will make 
you free .... If the Son makes you free, you will be free 
indeed” Qohn 8:32,36). 

We experience freedom on our way into faith, and once 
we have faith we experience even more freedom! This is 
the mystery: How is it that God is able to keep His own 
freedom—remember our Lord's words to Nicodemus: 
“The wind blows where it wills” Qohn 3:8) and, at the 
same moment, be able to preserve our real freedom, “For 
freedom Christ has set us free” (Gal. 5:1)? When we look 
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closely at the language of faith we are better able to under¬ 
stand how this is possible because the words are words of 
our own choice. 

We must hear ourselves; no one can do it for us or 
make us do it. Jesus fully recognized this freedom ingredi¬ 
ent in the word shama by His decisive use of the phrase, 
“He who has ears to hear, let him hear. ” We can make the 
same observations of every other faith verb, each one is 
our word that we must decide about. We must repent; no 
one can do it for us. Our Lord put it this way in His great 
parable on the prodigal son, “But when he came to himself 
he said... ‘I will arise and go to my father”’ (Luke 15:17- 
18). We must praise God with our own works and acts of 
praise, and however amateurish or inept our worship 
expression may seem to us, nevertheless it is just that 
form of praise which honors God. 

Perhaps now we can see that, on the whole of it, the 
most dangerous thing of all could be the religious training 
program that is designed to make the ordinary Christian 
less ordinary and more expert in the methods of faith. 

Paul’s call to each of us is to “present our bodies in 
view of the gracious kindness of God” (see Rom. 12:1). 
This call is still the best call, and it invites ordinary people 
to present their real selves to Jesus Christ because He is 
good and will know what to do with us when we dare to 
trust in Him. This act is the act of the nonexpert who 
decides to trust in the faithfulness of God. Such an act 
involves a lot of struggle but very little training in religious 
practices or ceremony. 

Questions for Further Study 

1. What kinds of thoughts and feelings do you have 
toward the word hear? 

2. What does the word and the way it is used in Deutero- 
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nomy 6 tell you about faith? 

3. When someone says to you, “I hear you,” what do you 
think that person is saying? 

4. What does Jesus mean when He says, "He who has 
ears to hear, let him hear”? 

Note 
1. C. S. Lewis, The Silver Chair (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company 

Inc., 1953), p. 15. 
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w hen we have faith it means that we have trusted in a 
message after testing its truthfulness. What does this 
mean? Faith’s object is the very character of God; its sub- 
jective enactment is a real human being who struggles 
through to trust in God. But in the journey of trusting, in 
the thousand single steps of faith, it is the message about 
God’s self-disclosure that made sense to me so that I 
decided to trust in the center of that good message, the 
living person Jesus Christ. 

This brings us to a third set of words in the faith vocab¬ 
ulary of the Bible. These are the good news words, the 
words of assurance and argument. Probably the most 
interesting of these words is the Greek word pleroma— 
the New Testament word translated by the English words 
“convince” and “fulfill.” 

What happens in the journey of faith is that the witness 
to Jesus Christ, which we call “the good news” or “the 
gospel,” becomes reasonable, and as I listen to its argu- 
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ments I am convinced of the truthfulness of the message 
within itself. But more than that, there is a further certi¬ 
tude that is required for faith to happen. I must discover 
the relevance of the message about God's mighty acts and 
self-disclosure to the real world and the life I now am liv¬ 
ing. Christ may be true in some encyclopedic sense but 
the real question is: What difference does He make? What 
difference do His promises make if I were to trust in them? 

Each human being is fine tuned in a different way so 
that the puzzle pieces that need to come together in order 
to fulfill the quests of their existence are different from 
person to person. The things each of us needs to know in 
order to be convinced of the relevance and the truthful¬ 
ness of the gospel are unique to each one of us. 

The consciousness of the individual search is different 
for every person. Jeremiah wants to know why; Job wants 
to know who; David wants the resolution of profound inner 
conflicts and sins; Peter needs assurance of his own 
worth. The list is a long one especially when each of us 
logs his or her own felt needs. 

Good news, to be really good, must meet us where we 
are, where we hurt, where we are straining at the bound¬ 
ary, where we are broken and unable to find the energy to 
strain any longer. Therefore, for the issue of faith to 
become understandable to real people in real places, there 
must be a vital connection made between the promises of 
God's faithfulness and the people who hear of those prom¬ 
ises. We are fortunate that the good event from which the 
gospel owes its very origin has this inherent personal and 
interpersonal and community relevance. 

The Gospel Is Convincing 

When we read the New Testament closely we notice 
that a great part of the documents that come together to 
form the gospels and the letters were written in order to 
explain and make sense of the gospel so that we who read 
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the documents would be convinced intellectually, morally 
and internally. Luke tells his friend Theophilus why he 
writes the gospel and sends it to him so ‘‘that you may 
know the truth concerning the things of which you have 
been informed'’ (Luke 1:4). 

This is also the note in the oldest books of the New 
Testament, Paul’s letters to the Thessalonians: “for our 
gospel came to you not only in word, but also in power and 
in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction” (1 Thess. 1:5). 
“Full conviction”—there is that word pleroma again. The 
Christians in Thessalonica, a district capital of Macedonia, 
had been convinced of the reality of Jesus Christ to such an 
extent that Paul reminds them that they “turned to God 
from idols, to serve a living and true God” (1 Thess. 1:9). 
To put it another way, the message that Paul shared with 
the people made sense to them and won their respect. 
There cannot be faith in the Christian sense without this 
sense of fulfillment. 

There needs to be the good news that wins our 
respect. In order for this to happen, God must Himself 
take a great risk. He must speak in the law and the proph¬ 
ets and permit the human family to react to the speech. 
But even more, He must speak by the ultimate humiliation 
of total identification with the human family in that One 
who, in the words of G. K. Chesterton, is the “enormous 
exception” of all time, Jesus Christ our Saviour-Lord. 

The gospel tells of that long journey of self-disclosure 
as God’s act, and we decide to trust in God because we 
have thought through the gospel and its message has won 
us. We see from this the imperative significance and 
importance of the Bible as a book for us in our quest and 
our journey of faith. This is because it is the Jesus Christ 
of history in whom we believe. 

The gospel records point us to events that took place 
among real people in real places. Love is not a theory of 
altruism or benevolent kindness in the abstract; rather 
love is the event by which God acted toward us within 
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actual historical situations. And this is why we can know 
that in fact we are also loved 20 centuries later. We are 
required by the rules of life itself to process the evidence 
and weigh the message’s claims until it makes sense to us 
and answers our deepest questions. 

The Gospel Is Trustworthy 

The mystery of faith is that the Holy Spirit bears wit¬ 
ness with our spirits so that we are able to trust in the 
good news and believe that we are indeed beloved by God 
(Rom. 8:16). In all of the New Testament teaching on the 
Holy Spirit, we are assured in and through the content of 
the gospel message about Jesus Christ and never apart 
from that message. The Holy Spirit does not work against 
the thoughtfulness and meaning of the good news. 

How different are the “spirit” experiences in Greek 
mythology where the activity of the gods toward human 
beings is overwhelming and irrational, where people are 
swept off their feet and their minds are clouded, their 
choices canceled out. But in the experiences of the people 
of the New Testament, “The Holy Spirit,” says John 
Calvin, “is the bond by which Christ binds us to himself.” 
And when we are bound in Christ our minds are clearer 
than ever before to ask all of the questions; our freedom is 
more decisively active than when we were the masters of 
our own kingdoms. 

When we believe in Jesus Christ our respect for truth 
and the mandate upon us to search for truth is heightened. 
This is because there is a built-in alliance between the 
Lord of Truth and every truth. This alliance has the practi¬ 
cal effect of encouraging in the believer the scientific spirit 
of enquiry. Reason is therefore sharpened—not dulled— 
by a growing Christian faith in the trustworthiness of God. 
There is a reality orientation at the heart of Christian faith 
because it is the God of truth whom we believe in and in 
whom we are to grow as believers. For this reason, I 
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always advise Christian students to pursue the windy land¬ 
scapes of academic studies and scientific research with the 
realization that they bear a mandate to discover truth in 
each corridor of the great house we call the created order. 

Pascal was as right as he was clever when he made 
three observations about humanity: “There are only three 
sorts of people: those who have found God and serve him; 
those who are busy seeking him and have not found him; 
those who live without either seeking or finding him. The 
first are reasonable and happy, the last are foolish and 
unhappy, those in the middle are unhappy and reason¬ 
able."1 

Yes. Reasonable is the word for it. In the search, our 
reason is at work; and in faith our reason stays fully alert 
and alive. 

Questions for Further Study 

1. What are your reactions to the following sentence? 
“The gospel of Jesus Christ must win our respect 
before we can believe." 

2. Does Paul in his opening paragraph in the letter to the 
Thessalonians give us clues as to why the people in 
that city believed in the gospel? 

3. What do the words “living and true" in 1 Thessalonians 
1:9 mean to you? How do you define them for today's 
setting? 

Note 
1. Blaise Pascal, Pensees (London: Penquin Books, 1966), p. 82. 





Chapter 5 

Dynamics of Faith 

Galatians 2:11-12; Acts 14:25-15:11 





0 ne of the most electrifying encounters in the New 
Testament takes place between Paul and Peter at Antioch. 
This confrontation is vitally important for the young 
Church of the first century because it led to the settling of 
a central question: What is it that makes a person a Chris¬ 
tian? 

Paul has preserved for us that encounter by his retell¬ 
ing of the incident in this letter to the Galatians: 

But when Cephas came to Antioch I opposed him 
to his face, because he stood condemned. For 
before certain men came from James, he ate with 
the Gentiles; but when they came he drew back 
and separated himself, fearing the circumcision 
party. And with him the rest of the Jews acted 
insincerely, so that even Barnabas was carried 
away by their insincerity. But when I saw that they 
were not straightforward about the truth of the 
gospel, I said to Cephas before them all, “If you, 
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though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, 
how can you compel the Gentiles to live like 
Jews?” We ourselves, who are Jews by birth and 
not Gentile sinners, yet who know that a man is 
not justified by works of the law but through faith 
in Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Christ 
Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ, and 
not by works of the law, because by works of the 
law shall no one be justified. But if, in our 
endeavor to be justified in Christ, we ourselves 
were found to be sinners, is Christ then an agent 
of sin? Certainly not! But if I build up again those 
things which I tore down, then I prove myself a 
transgressor. For I through the law died to the 
law, that I might live to God. I have been crucified 
with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ 
who lives in me; and the life I now live in the flesh I 
live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and 
gave himself for me. I do not nullify the grace of 
God; for if justification were through the law, then 
Christ died to no purpose (Gal. 2:11-21). 

Paul puts it as clearly as possible: “We. . . know that a 
man is not justified by works of the law but through faith in 
Jesus Christ, ... I live by faith in the Son of God, who 
loved me.” The noun/verb “faith,” and all it means, is the 
second most significant word in that decisive encounter. 
Of first importance is the name Jesus Christ. Paul has put 
his weight down upon Jesus Christ; he trusts the faithful¬ 
ness of God’s fulfillment of the law in Jesus Christ so that 
he describes his faith as faith in Christ. The Greek prepo¬ 
sition eis actually is stronger—“into” is the sense. 

Faith also is a freedom word for Paul by which he tells 
us that he chooses to believe. He tells of how both he and 
Peter “have believed” because of the strong choice they 
made. “The life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the 
Son of God.” 
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Faith is also an experience in which Paul was con¬ 
vinced by the evidence that he found. He challenges the 
Galatian Christians who have been drawn into legalism to 
think through the evidence for themselves: “Does he who 
supplies the Spirit to you and works miracles among you 
do so by the works of the law, or by hearing with faith?” 
(Gal. 3:5). 

But notice what faith is not. 

Faith Is Not a Leap into the Void 

Faith is not a desperate act of the will that trusts with¬ 
out evidence. The faith that emerges in this Galatian text 
and throughout the Bible is a human response to the evi¬ 
dence we have received of the true and trustworthy char¬ 
acter of God. God's self-disclosure of His character, His 
love, His faithfulness is therefore prior to our faith. Human 
faith trusts in that self-disclosure. 

Faith is a brave rejection of the idols, but it is more 
than that; it is a response to the living and true God (see 1 
Thess. 1:9). Faith is a thinking response to the living truth 
we discover in the Gospels. 

Faith Is Not an Art Form 

Faith is not an art form to be mastered by those who 
have special skills at believing. The Galatian fascination 
with the legalistic—the circumcision question—tempta¬ 
tion to their faith becomes a helpful case study of this dan¬ 
ger. Circumcision is a Jewish faith ritual in which a family 
by faith would lay claim upon the ancient promises made 
by God to Abraham. 

The ritual is a sign for Jews of their identity connection 
to Abraham and to the wonderful promises made by God 
to Abraham. Paul is not prepared to discard this ritual as a 
meaningful sign in Israel; however, he will not allow the 
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sign to become more than a sign. The reality is greater 
than the sign, and the reality is that Jesus Christ has ful¬ 
filled the promises made to Abraham so that now “There is 
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, 
there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in 
Christ Jesus. And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abra¬ 
ham’s offspring, heirs according to promise” (Gal. 3:28- 
29). This means that we are invited to bring ourselves to 
God just the way we are, slave or free, male or female, 
Greek or Jew. 

We are the heirs of Abraham by faith; therefore, we do 
not need to perform any signs of identity that have a fixed 
place in Jewish tradition but, because of their fulfillment, 
are now of secondary importance to what is of fundamen¬ 
tal importance; and that is our relationship with Jesus 
Christ. The implications of this clarification by Paul are far- 
reaching. It means that since the focus of attention is not 
upon the methods of faith or acts of faith but upon the 
object of faith, we therefore should not become preoccu¬ 
pied with the fulfillment rituals of believing. 

When a preoccupation with art form of the spiritual 
kind or methods of the legalistic kind does take place we 
find ourselves caught up in faith as the art or method of 
believing which is the precise entrapment that both gnosti¬ 
cism and legalism lead toward. The irony of the legalistic 
redefinition of faith is that “faith” becomes in reality a new 
name for the old pattern of “works.” Our salvation is now 
dependent upon the quality of our faith more than it is upon 
the Lord of our faith. But faith means that I bring my real 
self to the Lord. It is “problematic me” that belongs to the 
event called “faith” as I bring myself in all of the complex¬ 
ity that makes me who and what I am. It is this real self 
that comes to Christ in response to His truth, His love, 
His reality. The evidence of who Christ is draws me to 
trust the complex mixture of who I am in His faithfulness. 

This real self, “problematic me,” is the person I bring 
to the Lord when I am a believer. I trust my real self to 
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Christ and I show by this act how much confidence I really 
have in God. God is not surprised by my weaknesses (see 
Rom. 8:26) and, therefore, it is important to preserve this 
amateur nature of the act of believing. 

A student once said to me, “I’ll be able to believe in the 
Lord as soon as I can resolve a few problems.” 

We talked for a while about the problems, and they 
were significant ones, and then I said to the student: “On 
the basis of what you now know about the character of 
Jesus Christ do you think that He cares about these prob¬ 
lems of yours that are really bothering you?” 

The student said that he felt his answer would be a 
qualified yes. It was more like “Yes, I hope so.” 

Then I made one last suggestion: “Why not bring the 
negative problems as well as your positive conclusions to 
this Jesus Christ of the New Testament at the same time. 
You have real problems that are confusing and complicated 
but you also have great respect for the Jesus Christ of the 
New Testament. Why not bring the two threads together 
and bring them to Christ.” 

This is faith; it is just this real and definite and tenta¬ 
tive. This student, it seemed to me, needed to make the 
best move he could honestly make toward the Lord Jesus 
Christ. He needed to know more about Christ, but he 
already knew enough to make a first move, tentative 
though it was as he wagered on his statement, “Yes, I 
hope so.” He will discover how solid indeed is the love of 
Jesus Christ; but right now he needs to move on the basis 
of what he now knows. The Reverend Sam Shoemaker of 
Pittsburgh once put it this way: “Faith means giving as 
much of myself as I know to as much of Christ as I know.” 

Faith Is Not Absolute 

The third important result that comes from Paul's 
defense of faith is that we know that faith is not absolute. 
Only God is absolute. Our faith trusts in God, but since it 
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is our faith that does the trusting it is not absolute. The 
mystery of the Holy Spirit’s confirmation and assurance of 
our experience of believing means that faith is a gift from 
God (see 1 Cor. 13:2); nevertheless, the mystery of the 
gift is that the assurance of the Holy Spirit does not 
destroy our real freedom. The fact of this freedom pre¬ 
serves the relative and nonabsolute nature of faith as a 
genuinely human experience. Because of this we can cor¬ 
rectly describe our faith as an experience both of growth 
at some times in our journey and of decline at other times 
in our journey. Some people grow in faith and some people 
lose their faith. This dynamic nature of faith is then both its 
glory and its crisis. 

God is so sure of Himself that He allows us to have this 
freedom of experience with all of its joyous surges and its 
dry valleys, its doubt and its bold affirmation. Our faith can 
be tempted and it can also be encouraged because our faith 
is a journey. We never have absolute proof because there 
is no such thing, since the decision of God to preserve our 
real humanity makes such intimidation of our senses an 
impossibility for His design. 

C. S. Lewis makes this point as clear as I’ve seen it 
made through the comment of his senior devil, Screwtape, 
in Screwtape Letters. Screwtape cannot understand why 
God does not make more use of His almighty power. He 
comments to Wormwood: “You must have often wondered 
why the Enemy does not make more use of his power 
.... But you now see that the Irresistible and the Indis¬ 
putable are the two weapons which the very nature of His 
scheme forbids Him to use .... He cannot ‘tempt’ to vir¬ 
tue as we do to vice.”1 

We do not have the proof that sweeps away every 
question. We might expect that from Zeus but not from the 
God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. What we have 
instead is just enough evidence to assure us of the love, 
the integrity and the faithfulness of Jesus Christ. 

I remember a student who came in to talk with me 
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when I was Minister to Students at University Presbyte¬ 
rian Church in Seattle. He was struggling with very seri¬ 
ous doubts that he had about the existence of God. I asked 
him what he needed to know. He told me that what he 
needed was an absolute proof of God’s existence. I then 
asked him to name such a proof and I would try my best to 
respond once I knew the proof he needed. He then looked 
out the window of my office at the church and pointed out a 
tree on the church property. “If I could see that tree split 
in two by lightning at exactly 12:05 p.m. today that would 
be an absolute proof and I’m sure would help me out a lot.” 

I suggested that before we make such a request could 
we imagine that in fact the request had been honored and 
it was now 12:06 with the tree perfectly split by lightning. 
I then asked him the big question. “What has this miracle 
proved?” It certainly has not proved the existence of God, 
but only the existence of some spiritual power only slightly 
above our physical realm of existence which is willing to 
amuse the human beings on NE 45th Street. 

There is also the possibility of incredible coincidence 
too which cannot be completely ruled out. But the philo¬ 
sophical fact is that the sign does not “prove” what this 
student asked to have proved even though he himself set 
up the criteria for the proof. But what is even more impor¬ 
tant—the sign on NE 45th Street did not prove what we 
both wanted most to know. The sign told us nothing about 
the character of God, His love, His faithfulness. 

We can see from this true story the dilemma for all 
those who demand absolute reasons and absolute assur¬ 
ances from God. These “absolute” proofs are impossible 
because, as Pascal points out, “we do not trust our 
senses” and, therefore, each day we need a more dramatic 
proof to prop up a faith misplaced in the first place. 

God is absolute, and that is why there are no absolute 
proofs for us, because both we and our faith are not abso¬ 
lute. We trust in the evidence that God knows we really 
need to know. We do not have all the evidence, but when 
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we have enough and when we have eyes to see and ears to 
hear, then we believe in God. 

Questions for Further Study 

1. In what ways do you think of faith as an “experience” 
or a “journey”? 

2. What is the experience that took place at Antioch? 
Describe the parts and how each part fit in with the 
next part. 

3. What were the dangers or temptations to faith in Christ 
that emerged at Antioch? 

4. Give your own definition of Christian faith on the basis 
of Galatians 2 and Acts 15. 

Note 
1. C. S. Lewis, Screwtape Letters (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 

Inc., 1961), pp. 38-39. 



Chapter 6 

Three Reasons for Faith 

Luke l:l-4;John 20:30-31 



i t 



JL rusting in the evidence of the faithfulness and the love 
of God is a journey more than it is a single act. When I 
trust in the character of God, that trust is an event, but it 
is a moving, non-static event. We trust, not because we 
are determined to believe, but on the basis of evidence. 

Pascal put it this way: 

There are three ways to believe: reason, tradition 
(habit), inspiration... we must open our minds to 
proofs, confirm ourselves in it through habit, while 
offering ourselves through humiliations to inspira¬ 
tions, which alone can produce the real and salu¬ 
tary effect lest the cross of Christ be made of none 
effect.1 

The evidence comes from God Himself who assures us 
of Himself in different ways: through history, through the 
reasonable tests of the implications of believing and 
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through inspiration. This means that we begin with the 
events in history of the life and ministry and teaching of 
Jesus Christ. 

Assurance Through History 

The narratives about the life of Christ are the opening 
four books of the New Testament; they are called the four 
Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. But the his¬ 
tory that substantiates our faith in Jesus Christ goes back 
behind the New Testament into the sacred Scriptures we 
call the Old Testament. They anticipate the radical inter¬ 
vention in history of our Lord and they play their own vital 
part in the journey of faith. The Law, the Prophets, the 
Psalms—the historical narrative of the Jewish people in 
the history of their nation—are a decisive part of the evi¬ 
dence of God's self-evidence. Through both the grand 
design of the Law and the frustrating and disturbing narra¬ 
tives of Old Testament history we are brought to that one 
who stands as the fulfillment of every people's journey— 
Jesus of Nazareth. 

This means that both the goodness and the awkward 
tragedies of Old Testament history bring us in their own 
way to this fulfillment. When we have finished reading the 
Old Testament we yearn for the Messiah who will be able 
to do two things: (1) to fulfill the greatness of the Law's 
design, and (2) to resolve the tragic incompleteness of the 
Law's people. The fact that people who were contempo¬ 
rary to Jesus trusted in His fulfillment of these two yearn¬ 
ings for Messiah is an encouragement to our faith. The 
fact that men and women through the continuing journey 
of history have trusted in Jesus Christ is also an encour¬ 
agement closer to our own time and circumstance. 

This assurance from tradition has very practical impor¬ 
tance for me in my own autobiography of believing. The 
faith of Saint Augustine and Saint Paul has real influence 
upon me and my faith, as does Pascal's faith and the 
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stormy faith of Martin Luther or Dietrich Bonhoeffer. I am 
encouraged by those I know who believed in Jesus Christ: 
Dallas U. and Mary Birch, Dick Jacobson, John Blaul. 

This is what Pascal is telling us. Our trust in God is 
commended to us by the Church as it is spread out across 
the windswept markings of human history. In an ironic 
way, both in courage and in defeat, the stories of the 
believers are an encouragement to our faith. The Messiah 
must be able not only to fulfill King David’s awesome 
greatness but also to resolve David’s raw sinfulness. The 
very real sinfulness of the Church draws us to the only 
Redeemer in one way, and the courageous faithfulness of 
the Church draws us to the only Redeemer in another 
way. 

Assurance Through Reasonable Tests 

Faith is reasonable; and one of the ways we become 
believers in Jesus Christ is that, when we put His Lordship 
to the test and experiment with the implications of faith in 
Christ, we are convinced by the fact that faith makes 
sense. 

I have often encouraged people who are trying to dis¬ 
cover the reality or unreality of trust in the gospel to put 
their minds to this experiment with an examination of the 
results and the possible implications of believing in Christ. 
Since we are able to think through alternatives and options 
in the rest of our decision-making processes, why not do 
the same in the whole question of the credibility of faith in 
Jesus Christ? We need to try out the implications of faith. 

If I were to believe in Jesus Christ and trust in His love 
and faithfulness, what effect would that trusting have in 
my life? Would I look at the world differently? How would I 
understand myself in the perspective of His self-disclosure 
to me in the gospel? How would I look to the people 
around me? 

What ethical implications would emerge from faith in 
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Christ, and would those ethical results be positive or nega¬ 
tive? Since it is the Jesus Christ of history that I am asked 
to trust, what effect would my confidence in that historical 
Jesus and His promises have upon my intellectual stance 
toward the world? Were I to trust in this Jesus Christ that I 
discover through the biblical witness, then how would I 
relate my life to the biblical documents that surround Him 
and now gain their own authority in borrowed fashion from 
their living Center? Would the doctrines and meanings that 
I would build from the Bible benefit from this biblical 
authority as Source or am I better off making up my own 
doctrines independently? These are the kinds of experi¬ 
mental questions that reason must pose in order to test 
this One who claims to be Center, the One who claimed 
that “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given 
tome” (Matt. 28:18). 

C. S. Lewis has developed his argument in favor of 
Jesus Christ by precisely this experimental way. He puts it 
favorably by means of a parable: 

Let us suppose we possess parts of a novel or a 
symphony. Someone now brings us a newly dis¬ 
covered piece of manuscript and says, “This is the 
missing part of the work. This is the chapter on 
which the whole plot of the novel really turned. 
This is the main theme of the symphony.” Our 
business would be to see whether the new pas¬ 
sage, if admitted to the central place which the dis¬ 
coverer claimed for it, did actually illuminate all the 
parts we had already seen and “pull them 
together.” . . . Something like this we must do 
with the doctrines of the Incarnation.2 

Lewis’s point is that when Jesus Christ is the center 
He draws together the parts that cannot otherwise be 
integrated into a meaningful whole. They come together 
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with such a surprise that even the hitherto neglected 
details now make sense too. 

Assurance Through Inspiration 

Finally, the main evidence of faith is the evidence of 
God’s self-evidence, and it must be the decisive influence 
if we are to believe; that is what Pascal means by the word 
“inspiration. ” It is God Himself who must assure us of 
Jesus Christ by a way that preserves both His own free¬ 
dom and our freedom as well. We can speak of faith as a 
gift, in this sense, provided we know what we are really 
saying. 

Faith is a gift but it is also our own journey, just as mar¬ 
riage becomes a gift when a young couple allows the priest 
or pastor to present to them their wedding rings which 
they then place upon each other’s hands in the name of the 
Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. But marriage is 
also a decision made by two people because we are free to 
leave home and make a new home, because we are free to 
commit our lives and our futures to each other in the 
present and toward the future. This freedom is a freedom 
from the past, a freedom in the present and a freedom 
toward the future. At the same moment it is also true that 
marriage is a holy estate, and as such it is a gift to be 
received from the Lord. 

We become believers because of three kinds of evi¬ 
dence. Our experience with each of the evidences may be 
emotionally stormy or quite a logical assessment of data; 
but somehow the parts—like parts of a great life puzzle— 
come together and make sense so that we decide to trust 
the weight of our lives upon the faithfulness of God’s self¬ 
disclosure, Jesus Christ. 
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Questions for Further Study 

1. Pascal tells of three reasons for faith: tradition, reason 
and inspiration. Do you sense one or more of these 
reasons in Luke's brief letter to his friend Theophilus at 
the opening of his Gospel? 

2. What seems to be Luke's concern as he writes to his 
friend? From this greeting, what do you expect to find 
in his book? 

3. What do you think John means by his use of the word 
“signs” in his statement at the close of the book? 

Notes 
1. Blaise Pascal, Pensees (London: Penguin Books, 1966), p. 271. 
2. C. S. Lewis, Miracles (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, Inc., 

1978), p. 109. 



Chapter 7 

Faith and Works 

James 2:18; Galatians 3:4-5 



I 



ut some one will say, ‘You have faith and I have 
works.’ Show me your faith apart from your works, and I 
by my works will show you my faith” Gas. 2:18). These 
words of James, when they have been rightly understood, 
have encouraged the Church; but their misreading has 
confused the Church. The confusion has to do with the 
meaning of James’s word “works.” 

The word erg which he uses in this sentence is the 
same word the Apostle Paul uses in 1 Thessalonians 1:3, 
and which he quotes in the same way as James makes use 
of the word, also connecting the word to faith. Paul is 
thankful to God that the Thessalonians are experiencing 
“your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of 
hope.” The word erg means work as an event; whereas 
the work kopos or “labor of love” means work as hard and 
sweaty toil. Therefore, what both Paul and James mean by 
their uses of this word erg is that faith is an event that con¬ 
cretely happens, and when it works itself out in acts of 
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love it also has its sweaty “implications” effect as well. 
When the Apostle Paul contends against salvation by 

“works” in Galatians 3:4-5, what he is contending against 
is not the concreteness of faith but against the idea that I 
am my own gospel. The gospel is not that I work hard to 
please God or even that I work hard at having faith. Our 
faith is not the gospel any more than are the good works, 
which we manage to do because of our experience of 
grace, the good news. The gospel is possible because of 
God’s mighty act of grace in our behalf at the cross. The 
gospel is, therefore, the surprising news that this grace is 
for us, and we may now trust in the Lord of the grace and 
enter into a living relationship with Jesus Christ. 

The Danger of a Bad Doctrine 

The bad doctrine of salvation by works is a real danger 
that always lurks at the edges of our freedom theology. We 
have vital decisions to make in response to God’s acts 
toward us; and our faith, therefore, and our repentance is 
our decision and no one else’s. No one can repent for us; 
but having said that does not mean that our courageous 
acts of repentance have thereby become our salvation. 

Repentance and trust—just as love and hope—are 
responses on our part to the act of God on our behalf. This 
is the great truth that Paul is seeking to keep clearly 
focused for the Galatian Christians who, in their case, are 
in danger of overrating the importance of the Jewish signs 
of identity, especially circumcision. Paul had no argument 
against Greek men who desired to identify with Israel’s 
history of promise by accepting the sign of circumcision. 
But when he saw that this sign was granted more impor¬ 
tance than it deserved, and when he saw that Greek 
Christians were trusting in that sign to assure them of 
their relationship with God, then the Apostle Paul posed 
the crisis that required the assembly of the first ecumen¬ 
ical council of the church at Jerusalem (see Acts 15). At 
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that council the issue was settled that God's act in Jesus 
Christ alone stands at the center, and our relationship to 
God in Jesus Christ is by faith alone. It is this confidence 
alone that makes a Christian and enables a person to stay a 
Christian. 

But some men came down from Judea and 
were teaching the brethren, “Unless you are cir¬ 
cumcised according to the custom of Moses, you 
cannot be saved.” And when Paul and Barnabas 
had no small dissension and debate with them, 
Paul and Barnabas and some of the others were 
appointed to go up to Jerusalem to the apostles 
and the elders about this question.... 

The apostles and the elders were gathered 
together to consider this matter. And after there 
had been much debate, Peter rose and said to 
them, “Brethren, you know that in the early days 
God made choice among you, that by my mouth 
the Gentiles should hear the word of the gospel 
and believe. And God who knows the heart bore 
witness to them, giving them the Holy Spirit just 
as he did to us; and he made no distinction 
between us and them, but cleansed their hearts by 
faith. Now therefore why do you make trial of God 
by putting a yoke upon the neck of the disciples 
which neither our fathers nor we have been able to 
bear? But we believe that we shall be saved 
through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they 
will” (Acts 15:1-2, 6-11). 

Each new generation in the Church must face this cri¬ 
sis in different settings and by different kinds of sign “infla¬ 
tion,” but we must insist upon the truth that we are not 
ourselves the gospel. We are tempted by our own fascina¬ 
tion with each new advocacy in the Church to embrace 
some particular old or new sign and then to judge our 
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Christian neighbors by how they relate to our new inner 
discovery. But the gospel is extra nos (outside ourselves) 
before it becomes intra nos (inside ourselves). Just as we 
are able to love in the Christian sense because God first 
loved us, so we speak our faith because God first spoke 
His faithfulness. 

God calls us to act, and our faith is a dynamic response 
on our part to that call. This means that our faith itself is 
not the gospel but it is a freedom event 

The Danger of a New Bondage 

What Paul warns us of in his freedom letter, Galatians, 
is the danger of a new bondage and loss of freedom that 
arises from our desire to have signs of assurance or signs 
of covenant. This desire for signs may shift the essential 
center of our confidence away from Jesus Christ Himself 
toward some other motivational and integrative center. 
When such a shift has happened we have lost our freedom 
in Christ and have entered into bondage. 

As I see it, this “Galatian problem” has had many dupli¬ 
cations down through the centuries since Paul first wrote 
his letter. The “isms” that have grown up at the edges of 
the Christian Church have often drifted toward this 
replacement of the grace of God’s all-sufficient speech for 
Himself in Jesus Christ toward some other “new” advo¬ 
cacy or urgency which is meant to prove our real sincerity 
as Christians. 

This “new” emphasis, or ancient truth now uncovered, 
becomes a new center—a false one. This is Paul’s con¬ 
cern in his attack upon anything that might separate us 
from God’s will for our lives. The new concern may claim 
that it is very old, as in the case of legalistic “adriftness” of 
the fascination with the Law. The new concern may be 
very avant-garde, as in the Gnostic claims to exciting and 
new spiritual breakthroughs. But in each instance there is 
at first a subtle shift away from the all-sufficiency of Jesus 
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Christ and, finally, a dismissal of that central importance as 
the new movement has completed the entrapment of its 
followers. 

C. S. Lewis puts the strategy of the subtle phase of 
this shift into the mouth of his senior devil, Screwtape, as 
he gives advice to the tempter, Wormwood, with regard to 
a “patient” that Wormwood is trying to win away from 
Christ. 

“My dear Wormwood, the real trouble about 
the set your patient is living in is that it is merely 
Christian. They all have individual interests, of 
course, but the bond remains mere Christianity. 
What we want, if men become Christians at all, is 
to keep them in the state of mind I call “Christian¬ 
ity And.” You know—Christianity and the Crisis, 
Christianity and the New Psychology, Christianity 
and the New Order, Christianity and Faith Heal¬ 
ing, Christianity and Physical Research, Christian¬ 
ity and Vegetarianism, Christianity and Spelling 
Reform. If they must be Christians, let them at 
least be Christians with a difference. Substitute for 
the faith itself some Fashion with a Christian col¬ 
ouring.”1 

Lewis' last line is just the point: “Substitute for the 
faith itself. . . . ” This is the great concern of Paul, and it 
must be our concern too. There is no theme or advocacy, 
no tradition new or old, that deserves to be at the center 
apart from the mere Christianity of our confidence in Jesus 
Christ Himself. 

The Freedom of a Living Relationship 

Therefore, we must have the event faith that grows 
out of that gospel. We need no other gospel but this gospel 
as it powerfully works its way throughout the many corri- 
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dors of our daily lives. Our greatest freedom comes from 
the living and growing relationship we have with the Lord 
of the good news, Jesus Christ the Lord. 

Berkeley, California, is a city of steep hills and dra¬ 
matic San Francisco Bay beaches. Our marina park, which 
faces directly across the Golden Gate Bridge, is a windy 
location for all kite flyers. I have seen kites almost as large 
as a VW bug high in the sky in that park. The very concept 
of kites is a fascinating study in incongruity: The fragile 
combination of ultra thin paper, glued to small pieces of 
wood, the colorful tail of rags and the inevitable string that 
attaches the kite to its flyer on the ground. 

I have wondered about the possibility of a parable that 
is hidden in the story of a kite. Let us suppose that a kite 
could think for itself. It might say these things to itself if it 
could: “Here I am high in the wind of the San Francisco 
Estuary and I feel the powerful lift of the wind, but I also 
feel an equally strong pull toward the ground from this 
string attached to my center and held tightly by that small 
child. The whole arrangement is wrong and the so-called 
flyer on the ground is holding me down with that string. If 
it weren’t for that string to which I am cruelly tied I could 
really fly. I know it because I can feel the power of the 
wind trying to push me higher, but the flyer on the ground 
holds me down. I’ll secretly bring a pair of scissors on the 
next flight and then watch me soar!” 

The rest of the story of this parable is a sad story of 
the mysterious break in the string, the sudden jolts and 
then the tailspin fall to the earth. Something which the kite 
in my parable did not know is the aerodynamic fact that it 
was the tight connection of string and kite and the flyer on 
the earth that made kite flying a possibility in the first 
place. It seemed logical to the kite, on the basis of the feel¬ 
ings of wind pressure and downward tug, that the young¬ 
ster on the ground was hindering the kite; but these feel¬ 
ings were not a true or accurate readout of the total 
situation. The kite needed the ground flyer even though 
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the string put the kite itself under strain, but the strain 
was a good strain, the tension a good tension. This is a 
parable as I see it that shows the sometimes stressful but 
nevertheless healthy relationship between freedom and 
truth. 

It is a fact about human life that we function best and 
are freest to reach our greatest potential when we trust 
the truth and keep connected to the truth. This is true in 
sports events, in science, and it is true spiritually as well. 
The connection many times creates intense strain upon 
us, but the strain is basic to living and it is the strain that 
creates growth. 

To break the connection produces a false kind of free¬ 
dom, like the 1,500-meter runner who decides to take his 
final sprint across the grass midfield to the finish line. In 
such cases, the runner only appears to come in first like a 
marathon runner who joins the race halfway through the 
race. We thrive the most when we keep our connection to 
righteousness even though that connection may curtail 
certain kinds of freedom, such as the sneak across the 
field in the 1,500-meter race. 

Righteousness holds us accountable like the string on 
the kite, but it is the accountability that makes the flight 
possible. In the same way our accountability to God’s will 
works in our favor. 

Questions for Further Study 

1. In what way is faith a concrete event? 

2. Do you feel a strain upon your Christian faith by James’ 
words in James 2:18? What is the strain? 

3. Do you feel a strain upon your Christian faith by Paul’s 
words in Galatians 3:4-5? 

4. Can you create a definition of faith and include both 
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Paul’s Galatian concern and James’ concern? 

Note 
1. C. S. Lewis, Screwtape Letters (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 

Inc., 1961), pp. 115-116. 



Chapter 8 

But Some Doubted 

Jeremiah 12:1-10; Matthew 28:16-20 





ow the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to 
the mountain to which Jesus had directed them. 
And when they saw him they worshiped him; but 
some doubted. And Jesus came and said to them, 
“All authority in heaven and on earth has been 
given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching 
them to observe all that I have commanded you; 
and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the 
age” (Matt. 28:16-20). 

It is not easy to believe when the world has come 
undone. The disciples who met Jesus in this dramatic inci¬ 
dent, recorded by Matthew, trusted in Jesus Christ so 
much that they obeyed Him and worshiped Him. This 
means that, on the basis of the evidence they had experi¬ 
enced, they were willing to trust in Jesus. They did not 
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have all the evidence, but they had enough. Nevertheless, 
alongside all of this and even after the victory of Christ, 
the Gospel writer Matthew tells us that some of the disci¬ 
ples still doubted! They trusted but there were some 
questions about which they were still unsure; therefore, 
Matthew is candid enough with his readers to point up the 
fact of this uncertainty. 

Jeremiah’s Faith 

There is a kinship of this Matthew narrative with the 
turbulent faith of Job and of Jeremiah. They trusted God 
and yet at many hard moments during their journey they 
were still bold and discouraged enough to express their 
doubts. Listen to Jeremiah in his complaint to the Lord: 

Righteous art thou, 0 Lord, 
when I complain to thee; 
yet I would plead my case before thee. 

Why does the way of the wicked prosper? 
Why do all who are treacherous thrive? 

Thou plantest them, and they take root; 
they grow and bring forth fruit; 

thou art near in their mouth 
and far from their heart. 

But thou, 0 Lord, knowest me; 
thou seest me, and triest my mind toward thee. 

Pull them out like sheep for the slaughter, 
and set them apart for the day of slaughter. 
How long will the land mourn 

and the grass of every field wither? 
For the wickedness of those who dwell in it 

the beasts and the birds are swept away, 
because men said, “He will not see our latter 
end” (Jer. 12:1-4). 

Now listen to the Lord’s reply to His prophet Jeremiah: 
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If you have raced with men on foot, and 
they have wearied you, 
how will you compete with horses? 

And if in a safe land you fall down, 
how will you do in the jungle of the Jordan? (Jer. 
12:5). 

We listen to an honest Jeremiah with his stern words; 
but Jeremiah the prophet hears hard words himself. 

Matthew’s portrayal of faith in the concluding chapter 
of his Gospel, though not as stormy a portrayal as that of 
Jeremiah, still shows that faith is a realistic and compli¬ 
cated decision which men and women make. Matthew 
shows us that we make that decision in the very face of 
unanswered questions and struggles of the soul. 

We are now able to understand how free and freeing 
faith really is because God must be very sure of Himself so 
that He can permit our doubts to accompany our faith. Job, 
like Jeremiah, decides to believe in the face of his own 
doubts and the accusing doubts of his advisors and his 
wife. His faith wagers on hope, but that faith cannot ignore 
the intense and haunting pressures of the doubts. 

Job’s Faith 

There are complicated possibilities present in the faith 
decisions of Job: 

The Book of Job shows a character who despite 
pain, loss, and suffering cleaves to and trusts God, 
his afflictor. Concurrently, Job keeps his integrity 
by asking questions and making demands as a 
result of his unwarranted pain. To cling to God in 
faith is unreasonable from the secular viewpoint. 
Similarly, Job is unreasonable from the religious, 
God-fearing viewpoint to make demands in the 
face of God’s justice and omnipotence.1 
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What do we do with the doubts and the demands like 
those of Job or Jeremiah, or those of John the Baptist or 
Bonhoeffer or Martha or Peter? What about our doubts 
and the crises of faith that each of us must face during the 
act of deciding whether or not to trust in the faithfulness 
and love of God? Job’s wife in the crisis of her own per¬ 
sonal and family devastation had decided to permanently 
doubt the goodness of God; therefore, her counsel to Job 
is brutally clear in its total disappointment. She tells Job to 
"curse God and die” (Job 2:9). 

Jon Palmer identifies this doubt as the secular conclu¬ 
sion: 

Job’s wife can no longer understand his loyalty to 
God and presents the secular alternative to prais¬ 
ing him by saying, "Do you still hold fast your 
integrity, curse God and die” ... for her the rea¬ 
sonable choice and natural instinct when someone 
or something inflicts pain is to move away from or 
curse it.2 

The other advisors of Job are observers of his crisis, 
they have themselves a stance that is apparently more 
protected and less vulnerable than that of Job or his family. 
But their advice is equally devastating: 

Four characters Eliphaz, Bildad, Zophar, and Elihu 
. . . must be considered the voice of religion, say 
that Job shouldn’t question God, he should ques¬ 
tion himself.3 

Job himself chooses the hardest of all responses: 

Job faces and demands to deal with God. The root 
of his problems "But I would speak to the 
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Almighty, and I desire to argue my case with God” 
Qob 13:3). He also draws hope from his choice to 
love and trust God “For I know that my Redeemer 
lives...” Gob 19:25)... No solution to suffering 
exists, but resignation doesn’t even deal with the 
problems.4 

Job has chosen a hard road but the right road. He 
decides to bring his doubts to the Lord just as he had ear¬ 
lier brought his praise and adoration to the Lord. 

It is the mystery and wonder of faith that this very act 
of sheer honesty and directness becomes a very rich part 
of the whole definition of what the Bible means by believ¬ 
ing in God. 

It is still true that the experience of doubt is not a 
pleasant experience, because there is an unsettledness 
and a loneliness about all doubt whether it is the doubt of 
God, of neighbor or of ourselves. Therefore, we must 
now more closely examine the nature of of our doubts so 
that we are better able to understand ourselves as well as 
our Christian faith. 

Faith Is Both a Noun and a Verb 

Faith, in the vocabulary of the Bible, is both a noun and 
a verb. This means that we are the ones who believe, 
which is the verbal nature of faith. We believe in God’s 
faithfulness, which is the noun of faith. Since we know that 
God has such awesome authority within Himself it is not 
unreasonable to expect that God should use His power 
more forcibly to reduce the very possibility of doubt on the 
part of we who are human and limited. The argument 
seems at first glance to be a logical result of the grand 
dimensions of the nature of the noun, the object of our 
believing. 

But when we journey through the biblical narratives 
with the men and women of faith, and when we watch the 
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ways in which they grew in their faith, we are confronted 
with the story of the remarkable restraint and self-confi¬ 
dence of God. The God of Abraham, of Job, of Martha and 
of Paul is not the manipulative Zeus. He does not override 
the human will or—as C. S. Lewis puts it—'‘cancel us 
out.” Our integrity and our freedom are preserved 
throughout the narratives of biblical faith, and it is pre¬ 
cisely this preservation of our journeying experience that 
makes the possibility of doubt an inescapable part of the 
whole story for many disciples of the way. 

The Doubt Cycle 

The dynamics of doubt are as complex as are the 
dynamics of faith. And it is important that we try to make 
sense out of the doubt cycle that operates in every normal 
human relationship in the same way as we must under¬ 
stand the faith cycle. The phenomenon of the late after¬ 
noon downward stress in the biological rhythm of the 
human body has its parallel in the whole personality. 

There is the honeymoon period for most relationships 
with people and ideas—not just for newly marrieds. This 
is followed by a solid, somewhat slower period of settling in 
and settling down. 

But as disappointments and frustrations begin to add 
up, this building period moves inevitably toward another 
part of the arc in the relationship journey that might be 
called a period of disillusionment or discontent The disillu¬ 
sionment may be of a vague and generalized form or it may 
have very precise stress points of injury and disappointed 
expectations. 

It seems to me that at just this part of the arc in the 
cycle an individual is confronted with a strong desire to 
break away from the arc itself and move back to a new and 
uncomplicated arc of fresh discovery and honeymoon sat¬ 
isfaction. It is a fact that, in an urbanized and individually 
isolated society, it is possible to easily disrelate and dis- 
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connect from relationships that seem entrapped in that 
downward slope of the arc. Divorce, interpersonal mobil¬ 
ity, employment mobility or convictional mobility then 
become the solution for a long afternoon disillusionment 
experience for many people. 

It appears on the surface that the strategy-of-discon- 
nection solution works. But what has really happened is 
that a whole new community of disrelated and incompleted 
human beings live out their lives in a blur of self-pity and 
expectation letdown. These half-circle persons fail to 
make the best discovery of life, which is the full-circle dis¬ 
covery of renewal, forgiveness, resolution and then the 
joy of relationships that have made it around the total circle 
from romance to grace, from honeymoon love to fulfill¬ 
ment love, from youthful faith to seasoned faith. 

There are others who resist or are too frightened for 
some reason to attempt even the strategy of breakaway 
during the arc of disillusionment, and they decide to stay 
stale and make compromised bargains with cynicism and 
defeatism. Sometimes for some people it takes a catastro¬ 
phe to stir up the afternoon's depression so that renewal 
can happen. It is never too late, but for some it is very late 
before the staleness and the experience of burnout is 
interrupted by grace. 

I have met people have have rarely stayed in a rela¬ 
tionship all the way around to full acceptance and the joy of 
grace. They have established a pattern of leaving the 
church when they were disappointed, dropping their 
friends when the demands of real friendship were tiring, 
walking away from Bible study when the assignment was 
tough, leaving the room when an argument needed to be 
talked through. It is a devastating pattern, and when it is 
allowed to take over our lives unchecked it becomes a 
gradually impenetrable armor plating against the best of all 
gifts and the richest‘friendships. It produces the perma¬ 
nent low-grade doubter who gradually empties the self of 
all vulnerability and feeling. 
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Doubt is something we are to use against and along¬ 
side the foundation stones to test them, but it is not itself a 
foundation upon which a house may be built. This is its lim¬ 
itation and its final tragedy. Therefore, doubt needs to be 
resolved so that it takes its good and healthy place in the 
arc of the circle but does not destroy the circle. (See dia¬ 
gram 1.) 

Diagram 1 

Every relationship needs to go the full circle and we 
should not be unduly frightened by any part of that circle 
as long as it stays a part of the circle. 
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Questions for Further Study 

1. Is there a difference between complaint and doubt? 
How do the words relate to each other? 

2. Why might some of the eleven disciples still be in doubt 
as recorded in the final paragraph of Matthew? Can you 
think of reasons for this doubt? 

3. Are you surprised by the answer that Jeremiah hears 
from the Lord or that the disciples hear from Christ? 

4. Do you feel those answers prepare the way for the res¬ 
olution of doubt? 

Notes 
1. Jon Palmer, “Job” (student paper, Stanford University, 1983), p. 4. 
2. Ibid., p. 1. 
3. Ibid., p. 4. 
4. Ibid., p. 3. 





Chapter 9 

Four Kinds of Doubt 

John 1:43-51 





TP hat man’s doubts are like the doubts of a horse, nei¬ 
ther of them has thought about the matter,” wrote Samuel 
Johnson. It is important to study our doubts just as it is 
important to study our beliefs, and when we do make such 
an investigation, the first discovery we make is that there 
are different kinds of doubts and different kinds of doubt¬ 
ers. 

Doubt As a Primary Reflex 

I know a person who always seems to say about every 
subject, “I don’t know about that.” He is a steady sort of 
mildly negative man who doubts as a primary reflex. His 
doubt is like that of Samuel Johnson’s doubter horse 
because neither usually thinks about his reflexes. 

Puddleglum is one of the best and most interesting 
characters in the Chronicles of Narnia and he is just the 
sort of doubter who proves that reflex skeptics can be 
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very good people. Puddleglum doesn’t think anything will 
turn out right and he doubts very much whether anything 
will work the way it is supposed to. But, nevertheless, 
with a little urging from his two young English friends he 
does come through. In the end he has a big part in saving 
everyone’s life. 

He is obstinate and basically suspicious of everything 
for a little while. That “little while” turned out to be good 
because it led to the rescue of the Prince as well as of Jill 
and Eustace who had fallen under the spell of the Emerald 
Queen in the underneath world. Puddleglum was not as 
impressed by the Queen as were the other pilgrims, and 
when he put his foot in the fire the terrible smell of burnt 
marshwiggle cleared everyone else’s head too. I tell of 
Puddleglum to prove that reflex doubt is not altogether 
harmful, though such people need the enthusiasm and 
encouragement of strong believers around them at all 
times. 

Doubt As an Instrument of Learning 
There are other people who make skillful use of doubt 

as an inquisitive instrument of learning. They doubt in 
order to learn and to better decide. Nathanael is just this 
kind of doubter (see John 1:46) who skeptically raises the 
kinds of questions that do not become roadblocks to dis¬ 
covery but, in fact, help to sharpen the focus of what is 
really taking place. “Can anything good come out of Naza¬ 
reth?” This is a very good question, quite apart from its 
possible disdain for a northern mountain village in Galilee. 
Philip does the right thing when he meets up with the 
skepticism of Nathanael—he invites him to “come and see 
for yourself, Nathanael.” 

The Pessimism of Permanent Doubt 

There is one form of doubt, however, that is alto¬ 
gether dangerous to the human personality, and it is the 
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skepticism that becomes permanent and protective. It is the 
faithless fog that, like ether, keeps a man or woman accus¬ 
tomed to inhaling it totally protected from the possibility of 
grace but not from the possibilities of despair. Such doubt 
produces its own energy of sadness and critique which 
often becomes a brilliantly painful pursuit of the permanent 
crisis of meaning for the human journey. Some of the 
greatest poems, novels and literary works of our own cen¬ 
tury have had their origin in this doubt of everything. 

As long as such skepticism is painful and earnest, it 
does no permanent damage to the soul, because a search 
is still taking place. But when it settles in and becomes 
comfortable as a cynicism of closed-off expectations, such 
doubt is the sickness unto death. We who observe one 
another are never really certain where the dividing line is, 
but wherever it is it nevertheless is a grave danger to the 
soul. It is the horror that Kurtz in Joseph Conrad's Heart 
of Darkness finally recognized at the end of his life, but too 
late to make any difference in the way he lived his life. 

Much of twentieth-century existentialism has 
embraced this kind of doubt, and such stories as 
Endgame, The Stranger and No Exit have explored the 
unreasonableness of life that is the direct result of perma¬ 
nent doubt. T. S. Eliot’s The Hollow Men, The Waste Land 
and Prufrock do the same. But the pessimism of perma¬ 
nent doubt will finally lead toward either escapism or radi¬ 
cal resolution. 

The escapism of drugs and pornography have their 
philosophical origin in just this hopelessness of permanent 
doubt. If the evening is etherized why not the patient too? 
(T. S. Eliot, Prufrock). It is a fact that sexual pornography, 
which is a form of violence against women and men, has its 
origins in the permanent doubts we have about ourselves 
and our genuine worth; pornography is the deadly esca¬ 
pism that so completely doubts meaning that it decides to 
celebrate nonmeaning. 

Radical resolution is what happened to Eliot when, in 
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spite of himself and his doubts, he discovered the love of 
God. Many other pessimistic doubters have made the 
same discovery. That discovery haunts every other pessi¬ 
mist as well. Jean Paul Sartre, our century’s most 
entrenched literary atheist, was to write in his book 
Words, “I only trust those who only trust God and I do not 
believe in God; try and sort that out.” It makes us wonder 
about the final completeness of his doubt and the certainty 
of his pessimism. Even one of my favorite filmmakers, 
Woody Allen, the self-affirmed permanent cynic, is whim¬ 
sically but earnestly searching for the meanings of 
redemption in his 1984 film Broadway Danny Rose. 

Humorous Doubt 

There is still another kind of doubt which I like best of 
all. It is the humorous doubt that is born of grace. I am 
describing the doubt of intentions and pretentions that has 
grown up out of the sheer realism of knowing myself and 
my own need for forgiveness. This self-knowledge that 
comes from grace makes such a person more realistic and 
less gullible to the claims and promises of others and the 
causes they affirm. 

Every church and every family and every nation needs 
such doubters who are decidedly not pessimistic because 
they are not foolishly optimistic. They have been mel¬ 
lowed by the experience of the gospel of Jesus Christ in 
which their own real sin is honestly faced and resolved day 
in and day out; and because of that experience they can 
never forget their own present need for forgiveness and 
need for growth in grace. This biblical realism makes them 
doubters of the grand claims of pretentious idealism and 
also of the grave doomsday announcements of hopeless 
pessimism. Such a person is a doubter of each announce¬ 
ment because the gospel has cleared the head. 

Deciding major questions is not a simple matter, espe¬ 
cially when help is being offered. Imagine the following 
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scene: A solo mountaineer is at the final stages of his climb 
and he has carefully shoved his gear over the last edge of 
the summit. But just at this moment he temporarily loses 
his footing and begins to slip perilously toward a sheer 
drop-off. Just in time he is able to grasp hold of an exposed 
root near the edge. He cannot better his footing without 
help but at least he is temporarily safe—not for long but at 
least for a while. 

The climber shouts for help and waits hopefully. At this 
moment, our story is complicated as someone shows up at 
the edge of the cliff and reaches over, putting his hands 
around the distressed climber’s arms and offering to help 
him get better footing. The problem for the climber, how¬ 
ever, is that he must let go of the root for the few seconds 
it takes to get better positioned with a new footing. But if 
he lets go of the root where he is now safe, even if only 
temporarily, and trusts himself completely to the grip of 
his helper, he then could find himself in greater danger 
than before, because for a few seconds he is completely in 
the hands of his rescuer. 

The question is: What will determine whether or not 
the climber lets go of the root? I know of two all-important 
determining variables: (1) it depends on what the climber 
thinks of the good will of his helper, and (2) it depends 
upon what he thinks of the strengths of the helper. The 
one variable has to do with the moral question of the inten¬ 
tion of the helper, and the second variable has to do with 
the substantial question of the durability and authority of 
the helper. 

Let us suppose the climber looks up and the one he 
sees offering help is an old enemy from school days. He 
recognizes the person as the anti-mountaineer who was 
rolling rocks down upon him during his climb. Will he let 
go? No! Because he does not trust the goodwill of the one 
who offers help. He would rather take his chances with the 
root. 

Think of a second possibility. A Cub Scout troop is on a 
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nature hike at the summit and one of the smallest of the 
boys in the pack has heard the climber’s shouts. This small 
boy is now the one who places his small but sincere hands 
around the arms of the climber. 

Will the climber let go? No! Not for the same reason as 
before, because even though this lad has total goodwill and 
wants very much to help, the problem is one of substance. 
The climber knows his own weight and knows that his new 
friend’s offer of help is sincere but inadequate. Were he to 
let go of the root then both of them would tumble toward 
the sheer drop-off. 

The one case is an instance of the climber’s distrust of 
the goodwill or love of the supposed helper; in the second 
instance, the climber distrusts the authority of the sup¬ 
posed helper. He cannot risk the place where he now is 
safe, though the safety is temporary, unless the two varia¬ 
bles are answered positively in his mind. Otherwise, his 
faith would be foolishly entrusted. 

I see this imaginary story as a parable that puts in 
focus two great questions concerning our faith in God’s 
help: (1) Can we trust the promises of God as they are ful¬ 
filled in Jesus Christ, the One who offers ultimate help to 
us? (2) Is Jesus Christ able to keep the promises He has 
made? The one question wonders about His love and the 
second wonders about His faithfulness; the one about 
good will, the other about substance. 

Questions for Further Study 

1. If Nathanael is a doubter, what kind of doubter is he? 
How would you describe his doubts? 

2. In what ways is doubt useful to faith? 

3. How would you explain the difference between helpful 
doubt and destructive doubt? 



Chapter 10 

The Doubts of Disappointment 

Luke 7:11-35 





Every doubt has many forms and many subtle complex¬ 
ities, but doubt, it seems to me, falls within three general 
groupings: First, those doubts which might be called the 
doubts of disappointment—moral doubt; second, the 
doubts of reason—intellectual doubt; third, the doubts of 
the self—internal doubt. Each kind of doubt is found in the 
Bible whenever people in whatever century have decided 
to believe in God. These doubts are not irresolvable but 
neither are they easy to solve. 

In this chapter and the next two we will talk about 
these three kinds of doubts. 

Moral Doubt 

One of the problems for modern novelists, as I see it, 
is that the characters in their stories are so often superfi¬ 
cial and humorless. Because of these “thin” people, we 
who read their adventures in the twentieth-century novels 
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and plays that tell us about them do not suffer with them 
when they supposedly suffer, and we do not laugh as much 
as we should when they supposedly laugh. 

Even as talented a writer as John Updike cannot make 
his readers feel anything but casual curiosity as the lives of 
each married and unmarried couple fall apart and away in 
his novel Couples. No one matters that much in the story 
and they all seem to get what they deserve. As Updike 
himself would put it, their stories are the paint that doesn’t 
stick to anything. They are vague and shallow people who 
drown in vague and shallow water. I have wondered if 
Updike actually intended his readers to come to this very 
conclusion. 

It is a curious fact that the best drama and the best 
novels of our century have solved the literary problem 
posed by such characters by concentrating upon the 
superficiality itself as the essence of the tragedy. Willy 
Loman in Death of a Salesman by Arthur Miller is just such 
a character. His wife must plead with her son to “pay 
attention” to Willy. Why is it so hard to pay attention to the 
salesman? This question becomes the tragic question in 
the study of such a hollow man who nevertheless is a suf¬ 
fering man. 

There are a few exceptions, films like Chariots of Fire 
and Gandhi, in which the characters are by nature sub¬ 
stantial in themselves. But the exceptions prove the basic 
rule that since it is difficult to find great virtue in life it 
becomes equally difficult to portray great tragedy in life. 

John the Baptist was a person who would tower over 
his counterparts in any generation. He was born and 
reared in the city, but he became the powerful prophet of 
the wilderness of Jordan. John dared to challenge the 
duplicity and corruption of his own generation wherever 
he saw it. He was a first-century Stormcrow who stalked 
both the powerful and the weak with the word of judgment 
and the call to repentance. 

He won followers who stayed loyal to him long after his 
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death (see Acts 19), and as a popular folk hero John the 
Baptist was more famous in Palestine than was Jesus of 
Nazareth. He was the people’s prophet who prepared the 
way for the coming of the Messiah. His words were salty 
and uncomplicated. 

He said therefore to the multitudes that came 
out to be baptized by him, “You brood of vipers! 
Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 
Bear fruits that befit repentance, and do not begin 
to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our 
father’; for I tell you, God is able from these 
stones to raise up children to Abraham. Even now 
the axe is laid to the root of the trees; every tree 
therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down 
and thrown into the fire.” 

And the multitudes asked him, “What then 
shall we do?” And he answered them, “He who 
has two coats, let him share with him who has 
none; and he who has food, let him do likewise.” 
Tax collectors also came to be baptized, and said 
to him, “Teacher, what shall we do?” And he said 
to them, “Collect no more than is appointed you.” 
Soldiers also asked him, “And we, what shall we 
do?” And he said to them, “Rob no one by violence 
or by false accusation, and be content with your 
wages.” 

As the people were in expectation, and all the 
men questioned in their hearts concerning John, 
whether perhaps he were the Christ, John 
answered them all, “I baptize you with water; but 
he who is mightier than I is coming, the thong of 
whose sandals I am not worthy to untie; he will 
baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. His 
winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his thresh- 
ing floor, and to gather the wheat into his granary, 
but the chaff he win burn with unquenchable fire.” 
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So, with many other exhortations, he 
preached good news to the people. But Herod the 
tetrarch, who had been reproved by him for Hero- 
dias, his brother’s wife, and for all the evil things 
that Herod had done, added this to them all, that 
he shut Upjohn in prison (Luke 3:7-20). 

John the Baptist was the one who first announced 
Jesus as Lord, and he did it in a way that sought to transfer 
his own popularity in the eyes of the masses toward the 
Messiah. Each Gospel records John’s comment about 
Jesus as one “whose sandal I am not worthy to untie” 
(John 1:27; see also Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:7; Luke 3:16). 
Something of the esteem of the crowds toward John is 
indicated by the fact that he is even able to make such a 
comparison. It is only in the recognition of the greatness of 
John the Baptist that the analogy makes any sense. 

Then came a series of disappointments for John. They 
began early! The Lord’s first meeting with John was a dis¬ 
appointment to the great prophet and Matthew records 
that first encounter in a way that points up the disappoint¬ 
ment. 

Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to 
John, to be baptized by him. John would have pre¬ 
vented him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, 
and do you come to me?” But Jesus answered 
him, “Let it be so now; for thus it is fitting for us to 
fulfil all righteousness.” Then he consented (Matt. 
3:13-15). 

John’s baptism, in his own mind and by his clear expla¬ 
nation to the people, was a baptism of repentance and of 
preparation for the mighty One who was now to baptize 
with fire and with the Holy Spirit. John had not expected 
the apparent rejection by Jesus of that expectation. Nev¬ 
ertheless Matthew makes it clear that Jesus comes to the 
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Jordan and insists upon His own way with His prophet. 
It is possible that John was also confused or disap¬ 

pointed that Jesus departed from the places of Jordan or 
the urban hills of Judah for rural Galilee. It is in Galilee 
where Jesus carried out the largest part of His ministry. 
Why would Jesus stay away from the center of greatest 
religious and political influence? 

One catalyst that would have intensified the discour¬ 
agement of John even more was his own imprisonment 
stemming from the corruption and conspiratorial intrigues 
of the house of King Herod. This second rate protagonist, 
Herod Antipas, whom Jesus had called the “fox” (Luke 
13:32) lived from 4 b.c. to a.d. 39. He was not even 
respected by his own countrymen, and his reputation was 
further damaged when he married the wife of his brother 
Philip. John had challenged Herod, and for that challenge 
the great prophet would lose his own life. Luke makes a 
spare but implicative comment, “But Herod the tetrarch, 
who had been reproved by [John the Baptist] for Herodias, 
his brother’s wife, and for all the evil things that Herod had 
done, added this to them all, that he shut up John in 
prison” (Luke 3:19-20). 

There is an especially harsh kind of brutality in the 
entrapment and humiliation which John experiences. He 
deserves better than this. But in it all his friends stay loyal 
to him, and through them he is able to reach out toward 
the One he had called Messiah. He sends his friends to 
Jesus and through them he asks the biggest question of his 
life: “And John, calling to him two of his disciples, sent 
them to the Lord, saying, ‘Are you he who is to come, or 
shall we look for another?’” (Luke 7:19). 

This is moral doubt; the doubt of a man who is pro¬ 
foundly disappointed in the moral and spiritual leadership 
of Jesus Christ. John had expected that, in Jesus, evil with 
its many poses and swaggering arrogance would be 
destroyed like the chaff that is thrown into the fire. Instead 
of this long awaited prophetic fulfillment, he heard the 
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reports of the ministry of Jesus is Galilee; he was told of 
the Lord’s acts of healing and of the raising of a widow’s 
son in Nain (see Luke 7:11-17). But John is disappointed 
perhaps because he had clearly expected more religiously 
and politically important things to happen. He had hoped 
that Jesus would engage the forces of evil on a bigger 
stage than in the small towns of the north. 

John’s doubts are very significant because he had 
believed so much. The downfall of Zhivago in Pasternak’s 
great novel, Dr. Zhivago is so much more shattering than 
the downfall of Freddie in Updike’s novel Couples. The 
reason is that, in the first instance, Zhivago is a substantial 
and weighty man, whereas Freddie is lukewarm and triv¬ 
ial. We cannot take Zhivago lightly as we do Freddie, and 
though we disagree with a particular course of action he 
may choose, nevertheless we suffer with him when he suf¬ 
fers. His doubts and his failures are more profoundly felt 
because his beliefs and his greatness were so real. 

I feel the same deep sense of grief when I read the 
simple words of Luke as he tells of the doubts of the great 
man John the Baptist, the one whom Jesus had called the 
greatest man (see Luke 7:28). These are doubts that 
shake the world because they come from a man who had 
once been so certain of the world’s foundation corner¬ 
stone. John calls into question the most central affirmation 
of his life with this skeptical question of his: “Are you the 
Messiah or. . . ?” (see Luke 7:19). 

The Intensification of Doubt 

John is not the only figure in the Bible who has encoun¬ 
tered and experienced the doubt of disappointment. We 
see this doubt in the troubled questions of Jeremiah (see 
Jer. 12) and of those who murmured against Jesus because 
of His willingness to eat and accept the hospitality of tax 
collectors and sinners (see Luke 15 and 19). The Phari¬ 
sees were disappointed in the carelessness of Jesus 
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toward the observance of the fourth commandment 
regarding the Sabbath. 

In each of these examples we meet up with the doubt 
of disappointment, and the story is still not finished. Great 
and small questions unsolved still cause men and women 
to doubt the goodness of Jesus Christ or the moral objec¬ 
tives and goals of Jesus Christ. Sometimes the objections 
are very small; nevertheless, the doubt may have the 
same result. 

I remember hearing Becky Manley Pippert tell the 
story of a student fellowship gathering to which she had 
been invited. After the meeting she had a conversation 
with a student who had sought advice because she felt 
troubled. Becky invited the student to share some of the 
doubts that were causing her such distress. The student 
recounted the deep experience of doubt she was feeling 
because she had, on several occasions, requested the 
Lord’s help for a problem she was facing; she had felt no 
help from the Lord even though she had prayed sincerely. 

Becky was trying to be sensitive to this crisis of faith 
and asked if it would help if the student shared the problem 
with her. At this point the student said that she had a terri¬ 
ble problem with letter-writing and that she had asked 
repeatedly for spiritual help for this problem, but to no 
avail, and she was weeks behind in correspondence. 
Becky pondered her friend’s crisis and realized that what 
this young woman really needed was a greater crisis. 

Often the approach of our Lord to the doubts of disap¬ 
pointment is to stir up an even greater crisis for the 
doubter. This is also what happens to Jeremiah when he 
contends with the Lord. The Lord’s reply is a good exam¬ 
ple of crisis intensification: “If you have raced with men on 
foot, and they have wearied you, how will you compete 
with horses?” Qer. 12:5). In other words, “The crisis is 
going to become even more intolerable for you, Jere¬ 
miah.” 

Jesus frequently took the same approach toward those 
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who were troubled by His acts of healing on the Sabbath. 
In John 5, He tells the crowd, after He has healed the man 
at the Bethesda pool, “My Father is working still, and I am 
working” Qohn 5:17). This statement did not answer their 
doubts but, instead, it moved the doubt to an even deeper 
level. The questioners must now face the greater question 
of Jesus' identification of Himself with God the Father. 

But the doubts of John the Baptist require no intensifi¬ 
cation because he has done that for himself by the question 
he decides to ask of Jesus, “Are you the Messiah or shall 
we look for another?” What John has done with the various 
reasons for his disappointment is to draw each reason and 
unanswered question toward one total and all-encompass¬ 
ing question. It is this question he brings to Jesus in the 
best way he can. 

Resolving Great Moral Doubts 

How are such great moral doubts as those that con¬ 
fronted John the Baptist resolved? 

Ask Deep Questions 
The beginning of the resolution is initiated in the ques¬ 

tion John decided to ask. He had himself done what Jesus 
also did toward those who were disappointed with His 
generous healing friendship toward sinners and His appar¬ 
ent abuse of the Sabbath law. Our Lord elevated the ques¬ 
tions He faced to their greatest intensity and their most 
radical possibilities. In the same way, John did not decide 
to ask questions about Jesus' ministry timetable or about 
His places of ministry—instead he asks the most basic 
question: “Are you really the Messiah?” 

The radicalization of the question—whether it is done 
by Jesus Himself or by the questioners—is that those who 
were doubtful about Jesus' fraternization with the tax col¬ 
lector Zacchaeus hear from Jesus the messianic state¬ 
ment, “For the Son of man came to seek and to save the 
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lost” (Luke 19:10). Those angry about the offense of the 
Sabbath had even more to be angry about when Jesus fin¬ 
ished speaking at the Pool of Bethesda. “This was why the 
Jews sought all the more to kill him, because he not only 
broke the sabbath but also called God his Father, making 
himself equal with God” (John 5:18). 

John the Baptist did not require the prophetic intensifi¬ 
cation of his question by Jesus because he had done that 
for himself. There can be no resolution of the deepest 
questions until we try to ask the deepest questions. 
Therefore, the courage to ask the hardest questions is the 
first step toward the discovery of faith from within the cri¬ 
sis of moral doubt. 

Call Out to God’s Faithfulness 
The second step is that John the Baptist decided to 

bring his question to Jesus. He turned toward the Lord 
with his disappointment. The personal pronouns are 
important. He did not ask abstractly, “I wonder if he is the 
Messiah?” Rather, he turned toward Jesus from his prison 
cell and sent his disciples to ask, “Areyow the Messiah?” 

We are now standing at a crossroads in which doubt 
and faith unite into one catastrophic convergence point 
where it is possible to say that, at this precise moment, 
John the Baptist became the man of greatest doubt and the 
man of greatest faith. His doubts were overwhelming, but 
he brought his doubts to Jesus; he turned to Jesus for his 
answer. 

We are strongly reminded of the “roar” of Psalm 22:1: 
“My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” This is 
the cry of moral doubt, and it is also the cry of faith that is 
shaken which, nevertheless, calls out to God’s faithful¬ 
ness, personally and directly. 

Jesus’ reply to John as recorded for us by Luke is both 
profoundly understated and generous. Jesus honors His 
friend and speaks to him with dignity and with mystery. 
Jesus quotes Isaiah 40 and 61 to his friend and assures the 
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world's greatest prophet that he had not run his race in 
vain. 

In that hour he cured many of diseases and 
plagues and evil spirits, and on many that were 
blind he bestowed sight. And he answered them, 
“Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: 
the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers 
are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are 
raised up, the poor have good news preached to 
them. And blessed is he who takes no offense at 

yy me. 
When the messengers of John had gone, he 

began to speak to the crowds concerning John: 
“What did you go out into the wilderness to 
behold? A reed shaken by the wind? What then did 
you go out to see? A man clothed in soft raiment? 
Behold, those who are gorgeously appareled and 
live in luxury are in kings' courts. What then did 
you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and 
more than a prophet. This is he of whom it is writ¬ 
ten, 

‘Behold, I send my messenger 
before thy face, 

who shall prepare thy way before thee" 
(Luke 7:21-27). 

The words and the deeds of Jesus mixed together were 
the resolution for John as they have been for many doubt¬ 
ers since John’s lonely and honest act of faith. 

In Matthew's narrative of this same event, after our 
Lord completed His statements concerning John and the 
ministry of the great prophet, He turned toward the peo¬ 
ple and said, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy- 
laden, and I will give you rest" (Matt. 11:28). 

Remember Jill who, in the novel The Silver Chair; is 
sobbing uncontrollably after a great crisis event? C. S. 
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Lewis (the storyteller) makes this observation: “Crying is 
all right in a way as long as it lasts. But you have to stop 
sooner or later and then you still have to decide what to 
do." 

The same can be said of the doubts of disappointment. 
“Doubting is all right in a way as long as it lasts. But 

you have to stop sooner or later and then you still have to 
decide what to do." 

Questions for Further Study 

1. Can you describe some disappointments you know of 
or have experienced that have challenged faith? 

2. Can you relate them to the doubt experience of John 
the Baptist? 

3. How does Jesus respond to John the man and to John's 
doubts? 





Chapter 11 

The Doubts of Reason 

John 20:24-29 





w hen we trust in God it involves our head as much as 
our heart. Faith is a response to the evidence, but what hap¬ 
pens when we have serious questions about the evidence? 
These are doubts of reason—intellectual doubts. 

The first creed of Christian faith consisted of three 
words, Jesus Christ Lord; and the earliest affirmation of 
that great fact by the New Testament Church consisted of 
their preaching about the victory of Jesus Christ. Peter's 
first sermon makes the resurrection of Christ the founda¬ 
tion stone of his sermon: “But God raised him up, having 
loosed the pangs of death, because it was not possible for 
him to be held by it" (Acts 2:24). 

Paul fully agrees with Peter, and in the opening sen¬ 
tence of his letter to the Romans he affirms the same great 
truth that “Jesus Christ our Lord" was attested “Son of 
God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his res¬ 
urrection from the dead" (Rom. 1:4). But we know from 
both Luke's and John's Gospels that it was not an easy 



116 A Faith That Works 

thing for the disciples to believe in the victory of Jesus 
Christ over death. 

The disciples on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24) had a 
very hard time believing that central fact. John tells us in 
even more detail of the intellectual doubts of the disciple 
called “the Twin.” The other disciples had met Jesus on 
Easter day, but not Thomas: 

Now Thomas, one of the twelve, called the Twin, 
was not with them when Jesus came. So the other 
disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord.” But 
he said to them, “Unless I see in his hands the 
print of the nails, and place my finger in the mark 
of the nails, and place my hand in his side, I will not 
believe” Qohn 20:24-25). 

Thomas doubts the witness his friends have expressed 
to him. It is not so much that he doubts Jesus, nor is he 
morally confused or disappointed. The fact is plainly stated 
by Thomas that if he could be certain that Jesus of Naza¬ 
reth was truly alive he would then believe in the good 
news which his friends, the other 10 disciples, have 
announced to him. But he must be certain. 

Thomas is not willing to risk other possibilities: Per¬ 
haps the disciples have seen an angel. This would be an 
impressive experience and it was the means of divine con¬ 
firmation to the mother of our Lord as well as to the father 
of John the Baptist (see Luke 1). But Thomas demands a 
greater certainty than the assurance of angels. He 
demands a confirmation of the victory over death from the 
One who died. There are other dangerous possibilities 
too. Perhaps the disciples, as a result of fatigue and pro¬ 
found grief, have become the victims of their own hopes or 
of hallucinations or even of ghostly visions. Each of these 
possibilities is in effect rejected by Thomas' hard demand 
for physical evidence of the hope. 

What Thomas is really saying by his demand is this: “I 



The Doubts of Reason 117 

know Jesus, and I was with Him and His disciples during 
His three years of ministry and the terror-filled days of 
this past week. If that man is alive, then I will believe; but 
I will not risk my faith upon any other ground. I will not 
accept the comfort or assurance of angels or spiritual feel¬ 
ings of hope from the disciples. I certainly will not risk my 
faith upon the strong wish that each of us has that Jesus 
Christ’s victory ought to be true.” 

When Thomas’ doubt is expressed in theological and 
philosophical terms it becomes the central theological 
question of all time—and that is the question: Who is 
Jesus Christ? This is the most fundamental question. Is 
the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith the same per¬ 
son? Thomas has insisted by his question to the disciples 
that he must find the answer to just this question. The 
Jesus of history actually lived and carried on a ministry to 
people, told parables, healed the sick, faced the judgment 
of a Roman governor and died upon the cross. 

This Jesus was the friend of Thomas as well as of the 
larger circle of men and women who traveled with the 
apostolic band. It is this man whom Thomas loved and 
trusted and it is this man whom he will still trust if he can 
be certain that it is He who lives. The Christ of faith upon 
whom the Church shall be built and in whose name the 
gospel shall be proclaimed must be, for Thomas, insepara¬ 
bly united to the very same Jesus of Galilee and Jesus of 
the Holy Week. There can be no separation for Thomas. 
This is the theological force of his demand. The question 
we must ask today in our century is the same. But how is 
such a doubt as this to be resolved? 

Resolving Intellectual Doubt 

First, the most obvious observation is still a valuable 
one: Thomas explained what he needed to know. He put his 
crisis of faith into words and, in effect, established a work¬ 
ing criteria or means for resolution in the best way he 
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could express it. “Unless I place my hand... ” (see John 
20:25). 

It seems to me that this is a very good approach to 
take on our part toward ourselves and toward those we 
know who are struggling with intellectual doubt. I have 
often asked this very question of myself and of people who 
have sought out my advice concerning the reality of Chris¬ 
tian faith: “What do you need to know?” I have asked 
some people to write a poem about it or a narrative 
stream-of-consciousness description of the question. I 
think the Christian fellowship would do well to listen for 
these statements when they are expressed and examine 
them closely, because the best theology grows up out of 
the best questions. Thomas has asked the really important 
question, and he found a way to say it that was definite, 
direct and uncomplicated. 

There is a sentence in John’s Gospel that gives two 
more vital insights into the resolution of Thomas’ intellec¬ 
tual quest: “Eight days later, his disciples were again in the 
house, and Thomas was with them” Qohn 20:26). 

So our second observation is that, even though 
Thomas has serious intellectual doubts, he stays with the 
people who have faith. For eight days Thomas has waited 
with them, and he has waited without compromising his 
integrity. He has resisted the temptation to agree in order 
to please his friends; nevertheless, he has not rejected 
either them or their faith. 

He stays in the fellowship of believers with his doubts, 
as hard as that is to do. It is not easy because there is an 
understandable uneasiness that tends to pull the doubter 
away from the company of believers When the friends 
pray and praise and rejoice at the assurance that they feel, 
he must continually regret a certain ennui and suspend 
judgment. He feels like a complicated and lonely attach¬ 
ment to the once uncomplicated fellowship. Nevertheless, 
he stays. 

Many times I have strongly urged the doubters I have 
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known to stay with the family of faith, honestly and with 
the complicated questions in process—but by all means 
stay! 
Thomas stays; but we must also note a third observation: 

The disciples of Jesus resisted the temptation to expel from 
their fellowship this non-believer, this gloomy storm cloud 
of doubts unresolved. We have no evidence, from John’s 
account, of group pressure upon this man; just the simple 
statement that eight days later the band was in the room 
and Thomas was with them. This unaffected sentence may 
be one of the most compelling psychological proofs we 
have of the reality of the resurrection of Jesus Christ and 
of the disciples’ certitude of that reality. They are not 
shaken or panicked by the presence of a doubter, because 
they are certain of the truth of their central affirmation. 

When a movement is frightened of the non-conformist 
and the doubter so that it purges such persons out of the 
fellowship, this is usually the surest psychological sign of 
the insecurity of the community’s convictions. This does 
not mean that Thomas is their teacher during this journey 
toward resolution but he is welcome to stay in their com¬ 
munity as the journey of resolution takes its necessary 
course. 

The fourth stage in Thomas’s journey is a surprise. 

Eight days later, his disciples were again in the 
house, and Thomas was with them. The doors 
were shut, but Jesus came and stood among them, 
and said, “Peace be with you.” 

Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger 
here, and see my hands; and put out your hand, 
and place it in my side; do not be faithless, but 
believing.” 

Thomas answered him, “My Lord and my God!” 
Jesus said to him, “Have you believed because you 
have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen 
and yet believe” John 20:26-29). 
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By these words Jesus Himself affirms His victory to 
Thomas; and from this man Thomas we hear the greatest 
Christocentric confession of faith in the New Testament, 
“My Lord and my God. ” Jesus’ final words express in sim¬ 
ple indicative straightforwardness that many who will not 
see Him physically, as did the early disciples, will believe 
in Him. 

Application for Today 

There remains for us to make two major observations 
about this event concerning its importance for us today. 
First, Thomas's doubt is our gain! This is because we 
know that at least one person in the apostolic fellowship 
insisted that the Christ of faith and the Jesus of history 
must be the same person. No single issue is as crucial for 
twentieth-century faith as this one. 

Who is the Christ we believe in? Is He the spiritual 
aspirations of radical hope for life of a first-century 
Church? Or is our faith placed in the Jesus Christ who 
loved us concretely and won the battle over the same 
grave that will block the light of day for each of us? 

John Updike in his remarkable poem “Seven Stanzas at 
Easter” has posed the question unmistakably and in the 
same way as Thomas did that first week after the first 
Easter. 

Make no mistake: if He rose at all it was as His 
body; 

if the cells’ dissolution did not reverse, the mole¬ 
cules 
reknit, the amino acids rekindle, the Church will 
faU. 

It was not as the flowers, each soft Spring recur¬ 
rent; 

it was not as His Spirit in the mouths and fuddled 
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eyes of the eleven apostles; it was as His flesh: 
ours. 

The same hinged thumbs and toes, the same 
valved heart 

that—pierced—died, withered, paused, and then 
regathered out of enduring Might new strength 
to enclose. 

Let us not mock God with metaphor, analogy, 
sidestepping, 
transcendence; making of the event a parable, a 
sign painted 
in the faded credulity of earlier ages: let us walk 
through the door. 

The stone is rolled back, not papier-mache, not a 
stone in a story, 

but the vast rock of materiality that in the slow 
grinding of time 
will eclipse for each of us the wide light of day. 

And if we will have an angel at the tomb, make it a 
real angel, 

weighty with Max Planck’s quanta, vivid with hair, 
opaque in the dawn light, robed in real linen, 
spun on a definite loom. 

Let us not seek to make it less monstrous, for our 
own convenience, 
our own sense of beauty, lest, awakened in one 
unthinkable hour, 
we are embarrassed by the miracle, and 
crushed by remonstrance.1 

It is to our gain that Thomas’ quest was resolved, 
because his journey to confidence helps us to risk our own 
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wager upon this concrete Jesus Christ. 
There is also a second implication, and that has to do 

with the truth mandate of Christian faith. We as Christians 
have received in the gospel an instinct for truth, and this 
incident of the questioning integrity of Thomas the Twin 
has encouraged that instinct. Because Jesus Christ is true, 
we never should cut short or intimidate the quest for truth 
whether it is in the pursuit of mathematical equations or of 
theological doctrine. We have everything to gain from the 
truth and its vigorous defense, because our Lord is the 
author of all truth. It means that we must take the time it 
takes to find the truth and then to follow it. 

Questions for Further Study 

1. Do you feel that Thomas's question is a vital one? Why 
is it important to you? 

2. What advantages do we in our century have over 
Thomas in answering his question? What disadvan¬ 
tages? 

3. How do you help people you meet today who are strug¬ 
gling with Thomas’s question? 

Note 
1. Copyright © 1961 by John Updike. Reprinted from TELEPHONE POLES 

AND OTHER POEMS, by John Updike, by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, 
Inc. 



Chapter 12 

The Doubts of Self 

John 21 





F'aith is a response to evidence so that when I discover 
the truth and the Lordship and the love of Jesus Christ I 
decide to trust in Jesus Christ. This response is not with¬ 
out its struggles, and within these last several chapters we 
have considered the stressful side of the faith journey. We 
have examined several kinds of doubt, two of which might 
be called “intellectual doubt” and “moral doubt.” 

Intellectual doubt raises the truth question, but intel¬ 
lectual questions can be resolved because the gospel is 
true and it makes sense. Moral doubt is the doubt of disap¬ 
pointment in God, but God is good and, though He sur¬ 
prises our expectations, nevertheless He fulfills our deep¬ 
est search for justice and the true good. 

But there is another kind of doubt that in some ways is 
the hardest of all to resolve because, at first glance, it 
seems that there is nowhere to go with it. I mean the 
doubt that is turned inward. It is the doubt I have of my 
self: the doubts of self—internal doubt. 
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Internal Doubt 

God's existence and even His love are not in question 
for internal doubters because they believe these are facts 
and general truths. It is just that they cannot claim them 
for themselves. The causes of this internal form of doubt 
are very hard to track down and, in many instances, the 
doubt itself is masked even from our own self-understand¬ 
ing; but whether understood or misunderstood, it is doubt 
of a very serious kind and it causes harm. One way of 
describing internal doubt is to sketch in its harmful results: 
Internal doubt is a loss of confidence in our ability to trust, 
to love, to hope. How does this happen? 

Internal doubt is sometimes caused by failures in a 
person's life that become faith roadblocks for him because 
they are unresolved. Such doubt may be caused by 
fatigue—physical, emotional, spiritual—so that the per¬ 
son loses the energy necessary to focus and concentrate. 
Internal doubt may by contrast, in some instances, be the 
result of apparently too much energy—what is sometimes 
called the flight-fright reaction. In this panic response, 
there is hysterical and furious activity in a way that does 
not draw together and integrate the self but, instead, pro¬ 
duces an unraveling effect. Whatever the reasons for 
internal doubt, the result tends toward the same direction: 
an inability to decide or act in healthy response to God's 
will for our lives. We doubt ourselves to such an extent 
that we find it very hard to get on with our lives. 

It may come as a surprise to most of us, but I believe 
that at one very difficult period in his life the Apostle Peter 
was just this kind of man. Peter is a remarkable person, 
and the New Testament Gospels narrate for us the jour¬ 
ney of this disciple with great admiration and affection. He 
was our Lord’s choice to be the leader among the apostles. 
Peter is the disciple who had been the boldest, said the 
most, been the closest to the teacher and had received the 
greatest promises. 
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The most dramatic positive moment for Peter 
occurred at Caesarea Philippi: 

Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesa¬ 
rea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do men 
say that the Son of man is?” And they said, “Some 
say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and others 
Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” He said to them, 
“But who do you say that I am?” Simon Peter 
replied, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living 
God.” And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are you, 
Simon Bar-Jona! For flesh and blood has not 
revealed this to you, but my Father who is in 
heaven. And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this 
rock I will build my church, and the powers of 
death shall not prevail against it. I will give you the 
keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you 
bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and what¬ 
ever you loose on earth shall be loosed in 
heaven.” Then he strictly charged the disciples to 
tell no one that he was the Christ (Matt. 16:13- 
20). 

But Peter had not been idealistically shielded by Jesus 
and, several days prior to the events of the Holy Week, 
the Lord spoke realistically to his chief disciple: 

“Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have 
you, that he might sift you like wheat, but I have 
prayed for you that your faith may not fail; and 
when you have turned again, strengthen your 
brethren.” And he said to him, “Lord, I am ready 
to go with you to prison and to death.” He said, “I 
tell you, Peter, the cock will not crow this day, 
until you three times deny that you know me” 
(Luke 22:31-34). 
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Nevertheless, in spite of the promises and the realistic 
preparation by Jesus, the devastating events of Holy Week 
were overwhelming for this disciple. A crushing collapse 
took place for Peter on the Thursday and Friday of histo¬ 
ry’s loneliest week. Following those shattering days, he 
and the other disciples experienced Jesus’ concrete vic¬ 
tory over death, and the texts of the Gospel tell us that 
the disciples were glad when they saw the Lord. 

Nevertheless, it is my understanding that though the 
disciples truly believed the victory of the resurrection 
experiences, Peter is still unresolved. He appears to be 
overcome and demoralized by the powerful depression of 
what I have described as “internal doubt.” He who had 
made the most promises had fallen the farthest in his 
denial of Jesus, and now he is discouraged by the grief that 
followed that denial. Christ’s victory is still not Peter’s vic¬ 
tory. 

We owe a debt to the Apostle John for the epilogue to 
his Gospel, because in that final postscript chapter he 
enables us to understand this odd and crucial spiraling cri¬ 
sis of Peter’s and of how the Lord of his journey found him 
and resolved his internal doubt. 

For every person who has struggled with the dull pain 
of internal doubt this twenty-first chapter of John’s Gospel 
is a very helpful case study. We should watch it closely and 
observe what takes place in the journey of faith of this man 
Peter and his friends at a hard time in his life. 

Resolving Inner Doubt 

What are the ways in which internal doubt is resolved? 
I want to make five observations from John’s account. 

First, there is the objective fact of Christ's triumph 
through the cross and the empty grave. This is the rocklike 
foundation stone without which there would be no resolu¬ 
tion of any kind of doubt. The fact is that Christ is Living 
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Lord, regardless of how Peter felt about it. Jesus is not 
only our Lord when we honor Him and praise His prom¬ 
ises, but He is the Lord quite apart from our confessions of 
faith or our feelings about our share in that concrete and 
actual victory. This is the place where every resolution 
must begin, and its implications are far reaching. It means 
that many discouraged and fearful people are in fact 
redeemed by Christ and will stay redeemed by Christ 
even though they are fully convinced of their own inade¬ 
quacy and worthlessness. 

They are very much like John Bunyan’s pitiful charac¬ 
ter Mr. Fearing who only knew the deep bass notes of his 
sinfulness and unworthiness before Almighty God and who 
quaked in repentance far too much because he just could 
not really believe how much he was beloved. He lived his 
journey without joy and missed out on the better songs. 
But God’s grace is greater than his fears; therefore, the 
feelings he had did not negate the reality of the joy but only 
his participation during his life in the joy. He will need to 
learn how to play all of the strings in his guitar when he 
enters the celestial city; but there is nevertheless a sad¬ 
ness for Pilgrim and the other travelers who were compel¬ 
led to live alongside such a gloomy man that he had not 
learned the songs here and now. 

We must thank God that the reality of Christ’s Lord- 
ship does not depend upon our praise of Christ as Lord. 
God’s own acknowledgment is quite enough, and this vast 
bedrock reality stands beneath every journey of faith. 

This foundation stands beneath Peter’s resolution 
experience; but several other things happen as well for 
Peter to experience the fruit of the facts. John’s epilogue 
shows us the beginning of his resolution in a very earthy 
way: 

Simon Peter, Thomas called the Twin, Nathanael 
of Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two 
others of his disciples were together. Simon Peter 
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said to them, “I am going fishing. ” They said to 
him, “We will go with you. ” They went out and got 
into the boat; but that night they caught nothing 
(John 21:2-3). 

The second observation is that Peters friends go with 
him and stay with him during his quest for himself, just as 
they had stayed with Thomas. John wants his readers to 
know this, though he narrates it in a very matter-of-fact 
fashion. Peter’s discouragement becomes clear from what 
follows in this epilogue, but I find it very significant that in 
his time of lonely self-reflection and search, Peter is not 
turned into a solitary man who must climb out of his valley 
of humiliation by himself. There are journeys of faith that 
must be taken at least in some part alone, but Peter’s 
denial was an offense that all of his friends had also experi¬ 
enced and felt and watched; therefore, this is no time for 
Peter to wait by himself. These companions were his sup¬ 
port group. 

The third observation: Peter and his friends go fishing. 
This physical work was familiar to them because they 
were fishermen by trade. Therefore, the night of fishing 
on the Sea of Galilee provided a corridor effect for them 
all. A corridor is not a place without danger or threat, 
because there is no such safe haven. But it is a place that 
in itself is less threatened than other places. It is a place 
between places, a time between times. For Peter and his 
fellow fishermen, this night on the sea became such a time 
between times in which they were required to concentrate 
on the work at hand. 

I am a strong advocate for the conscious establishment 
of corridor experiences which have this very necessary 
ministry to us in that they enable us to collect our 
thoughts, to change deliberately the pace of our walk and 
to reestablish rhythm in our lives. The corridor is itself 
neutral, and every human being needs neutral experiences 
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in order to become receptive to the great discoveries that 
lie before us. 

The corridor for Peter and his companions is the phys¬ 
ical and mental concentration that makes up the nature of 
fishing. Added to that, the Sea of Galilee is the place 
where they had each spent so many years of their lives. 
Peter returned to the life-space pathways he understood. 
Therefore, he would not have to figure out or remap the 
terrain as he would have to have done in a new place. 

This return to a familiar lake with its shoreline pro¬ 
vided the corridor effect the men needed. Galilee’s calm 
waters gave the crew a rest, but it was not itself the goal 
or real end of the voyage. The voyage in greater depths of 
the sea still confronted the crew, but that voyage would be 
on another day. For now, the ship and its crew needed 
corridor time. As I see it, Peter was altogether wise to 
consciously and concretely move away from the intense 
and highly accelerated experiences of those powerful days 
after Easter toward the corridor space that the work of 
fishing provided. 

There are people who in their earnest desire to be 
spiritually obedient have no understanding of this rhythmic 
principle of their own need for corridor experiences. 
These are persons who become exhausted because of 
unrelieved acceleration of activity and duty. They burn out 
because they are doing and talking and working all the time 
to exercise in grace, but they are not listening and discov¬ 
ering the assurance of God’s finding grace. Peter had run 
with John to the tomb on Easter morning. He was aggres¬ 
sive and powerful in that morning search; but now at Gali¬ 
lee he would be in a different stance, and it would be Jesus 
Christ Himself who would search out the small crew and 
their ship. He would be the one who calls out to His 
friends, He would find Peter. 

The fourth observation is that Jesus asks Peter three 
questions that create a gospel barrier 

John continues to tell the events of that morning to us. 



132 A Faith That Works 

Just as the day was breaking, Jesus stood on 
the beach; yet the disciples did not know that it 
was Jesus. Jesus said to them, “Children, have 
you any fish?” They answered him, “No.” He said 
to them, “Cast the net on the right side of the 
boat, and you will find some.” So they cast it, and 
now they were not able to haul it in, for the quan¬ 
tity of fish. That disciple whom Jesus loved said to 
Peter, “It is the Lord!” When Simon Peter heard 
that it was the Lord, he put on his clothes, for he 
was stripped for work, and sprang into the sea. 
But the other disciples came in the boat, dragging 
the net full of fish, for they were not far from the 
land, but about a hundred yards off. 

When they got out on land, they saw a charcoal 
fire there, with fish lying on it, and bread. Jesus 
said to them, “Bring some of the fish that you have 
just caught.” So Simon Peter went aboard and 
hauled the net ashore, full of large fish, a hundred 
and fifty-three of them; and although there were 
so many, the net was not torn. Jesus said to them, 
“Come and have breakfast.” Now none of the dis¬ 
ciples dared ask him, “Who are you?” They knew 
it was the Lord. Jesus came and took the bread 
and gave it to them, and so with the fish. This was 
now the third time that Jesus was revealed to the 
disciples after he was raised from the dead. 

When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said 
to Simon Peter, “Simon, son of John, do you love 
me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; 
you know that I love you.” He said to him, “Feed 
my lambs.” A second time he said to him, “Simon, 
son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, 
“Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” He said to 
him, “Tend my sheep.” He said to him the third 
time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” Peter 
was grieved, because he said to him the third 
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time, “Do you love me?” And he said to him, 
“Lord, you know everything; you know that I love 
you/’ Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep” (John 
21:4-17). 

Jesus' threefold questions of Peter have been much 
discussed but it seems to me, as an interpreter of this 
very significant moment in the encounter of Peter with his 
Lord, that the most obvious interpretation is the most 
helpful. Jesus asks three questions of Peter that inquire 
about his present conviction and each answer by Peter is 
followed by a future-tense great commission spoken by his 
Lord. 

What has happened is that Jesus has created a three¬ 
fold gospel barrier between Peter and the past. It is done 
in the most powerful way by the threefold present-tense 
questions, “Do you love me?” When Peter hears the third 
question he is grieved, probably because he now is forced 
to remember his own threefold denial. But the grief is 
short-lived, and it is resolved in the only way interior 
doubt can be resolved—by the Lord who is able to forgive 
our real failures of the past. 

This Redeemer Lord is also the only one able to place 
our feet in the vital present without the paralyzing effect of 
past failure to haunt us. He is also the Lord of the future, 
and Jesus Christ, by this encounter, carefully reestablishes 
Peter as the leader among the disciples' band. John's 
record makes this reestablishment clear. 

These final stages in Peter's resolution amount to his 
rediscovery of the good news not only as the truth for others 
but also as the truth for himself. Once he understands that 
the gospel is for Peter then and only then is he safe to 
command the mission of the Church with his hands, but 
not before. 

Peter is now able to help us all in our own journeys 
through internal doubt. 
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Questions for Further Study 

1. How do you feel people lose self-confidence? Why does 
that loss affect faith? 

2. Are you intrigued by the threefold, present-tense 
questions of Jesus? How do these questions relate to 
internal doubt? 

3. Can you offer a definition of faith for Peter that includes 
his total experience with Jesus Christ? 

4. What is your definition of faith? 



Chapter 13 

Why Believe? A Postscript 





There are so many reasons for believing in God. G.K. 
Chesterton, in telling of his own pilgrimage, shows how he 
was prepared for faith in Jesus Christ long before he knew 
the Lord of the good news. He describes this yearning for 
the good news as five discoveries he had made before he 
knew there was such a thing as good news: 

I felt in my bones, first, that this world does not 
explain itself... the thing is magic, true or false. 
Second, I came to feel as if magic must have a 
meaning, and meaning must have someone to 
mean it. There was something personal in the 
world, as in a work of art, whatever it meant it 
meant violently. Third, I thought this purpose 
beautiful in its old design, in spite of its defects, 
such as dragons. Fourth, that the proper form of 
thanks to it is some form of humility and restraint; 
we should thank God for beer and burgundy by not 
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drinking too much of them . . . and last, and 
strangest, there came into my mind a vague and 
vast impression that in some way all good was a 
remnant to be stored and held sacred out of some 
primordial ruin.... All this I felt and the age gave 
me no encouragement to feel it.1 

I have this same feeling when I listen closely to many 
non-religious people as they express their intuitions and 
longings. They are being prepared for the Lord of their 
intuitions, the one who is the fulfillment of their hopes, the 
Redeemer of their crises. 

Faith takes place when these yearnings meet the good 
news about the man Jesus Christ. As Pascal reminds us, 
“It is good to be weary and worn out in the vain pursuit of 
the true good so that we may open our arms to the 
Redeemer. ” 

Faith takes place when Jesus Christ wins us to Him¬ 
self, so that we discover His lordship as directed toward 
us, so that we listen to His truth as reality. 

His truth is the bedrock reality of all time. He is the 
Amen Rock who, like a fortress, stands through the 
storm. But faith is more than a fortress, it is more than 
hearing about the faithfulness of God. Faith is also pro¬ 
foundly rich in its emotional content. Faith happens when 
we meet Jesus Christ personally and when we trust His 
love as totally personal, so that we are able to relax. 

When the moment of faith in Christ really happens it 
means that we wager on Him and His character, even 
though all of the evidence is not in and all the proofs are 
not complete. Karl Barth explained it well, we trust in the 
person Jesus Christ “in spite of all that contradicts. ” This 
“in spite of” is very important to preserve because we 
must not cancel out the fact that we are not canceled out. 

Faith must always be a grand improbability, a wonder¬ 
ful incongruity, because we are never fully ready and we 
are never personally worthy of so great a gift. Faith is the 
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gift we receive and the gift we give; we receive it because 
God’s love is prior to our faith. His faithfulness invites our 
trust, His confirmation makes faith possible because He 
must authenticate Himself. 

Faith is our gift to give because it is that most essential 
crisis of all crises in which I as a human being decide to 
trust in the One who stands in my place and trust His for¬ 
giveness, to put my weight down upon His love and then 
to believe His promises. 

On the basis of what you know about Jesus Christ, are 
you willing to trust His trustworthiness? This is still the 
question, not only for the Baptist, Thomas and Peter, but 
for each of us. 

Note 
1. G.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy (New York, NY: Dodd, Mead & Co.). Used by 

permission. 
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